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Abstract—Terahertz quantum-well photodetectors (QWPs) rep-
resent a new and emerging photon-type detector in a terahertz
region. Recent progress in the development of terahertz QWPs is
reviewed. We first discuss the many-particle effects on the accurate
design of terahertz QWPs. Second, three types of light couplers for
terahertz QWPs are introduced. At resonant coupling frequen-
cies, the polarization of light field is effectively changed by the
light couplers to fulfill the selection rule of intersubband transition.
Meanwhile, the electric field intensities in the active multiquantum-
well region of terahertz QWPs are enhanced. The performance of
terahertz QWPs with these light couplers is improved significantly.
Finally, terahertz-QWP-based wireless communication and imag-
ing are demonstrated.

Index Terms—Imaging, light couplers, quantum-well
photodetectors (QWPs), terahertz, wireless communication.

I. INTRODUCTION

T ERAHERTZ detectors are key components in a wide range
of applications such as material identification, imaging, to-

mography, communication, etc. [1]. Various terahertz detectors
have been applied in these applications. The thermal terahertz
detectors such as Golay cell [2], room-temperature and cooled
bolometers [3], [4], and pyroelectric detectors [5] are used in
terahertz and far-infrared imaging and spectroscopy with a long
history. Semiconductor photoconductive antennas play an im-
portant role in terahertz time-domain spectroscopy systems [6].
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Fig. 1. (a) Device schematic and (b) conduction band profile of an n-type
GaAs/(Al,Ga)As 45◦ facet coupled terahertz QWP.

Combined with the time-delay sampling technique, the pho-
toconductive antennas gated by femto-second laser pulses can
detect the magnitude and the phase of a terahertz electric field
simultaneously. Schottky barrier diodes can be operated in the
temperature range of 4–300 K and used both in direct terahertz
detection and as mixers in coherent heterodyne detection sys-
tems [7]. Due to the absence of narrow band-gap materials in
nature with their interband transition frequencies in terahertz
range, there are no terahertz photon detectors based on inter-
band transitions. Two types of terahertz photon detectors have
been widely utilized for a long time [8], [9]. The first type is
the pair-breaking photon detectors made of low-temperature su-
perconductors, which are sensitive mixers in the low terahertz
range [8]. The second-type terahertz photon detectors are fabri-
cated by extrinsic semiconductors based on Ge, Si, GaAs, GaP,
etc., in which the electrons bounded by shallow-impurity cen-
ters at low temperatures can be excited to conductive bands by
terahertz photons [9].

Recently, terahertz quantum-well photodetectors (QWPs)
based on intersubband transitions have been realized [10], [11].
Fig. 1 presents a schematic of the typical 45◦ facet light-
coupling geometry and conduction band profile of an n-type
GaAs/(Al,Ga)As terahertz QWP. The physical mechanism of
photon response of terahertz QWPs is the same as that of
QWPs working in the usual thermal infrared region. Under dark
condition, because the electrons are bounded to the quantum
wells and the direct tunneling between neighboring quantum
wells is blocked by the thick barriers, the device is in a high-
resistance state. When terahertz radiations are coupled into the
terahertz QWP, the bounded electrons in the ground subbands
are excited into the first excited subbands and continuum states,
a drift photocurrent flows through the biased terahertz QWP,
and the device is in a low-resistance state. Consequently, a
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TABLE I
COMPARISON OF MAIN FEATURES OF COMMON TERAHERTZ DETECTORS: NOTE THAT NOISE EQUIVALENT POWER (NEP) IS DETECTOR-AREA DEPENDENT

photoconductivity occurs, resulting in the detection of the tera-
hertz radiations. There are two differences between QWPs work-
ing in terahertz and mid-infrared. First, due to the small energy
difference between the ground and the first excited subbands,
many-particle effects are more important in terahertz QWPs.
Moreover, since the dark current in QWPs is mainly due to
thermal excitation and thermally assisted tunneling of localized
electrons in quantum wells, terahertz QWPs must be operated
at lower temperatures due to the decrease of barrier height.
Second, because of the subwavelength scale of device thickness
and a low doping concentration in quantum wells, intersubband
absorption efficiency is much lower for terahertz QWPs with
standard device geometries, and hence the need for enhance-
ment mechanisms discussed in the paper.

There are several other types of intersubband photodetectors.
Photovoltaic terahertz photodetectors based on quantum cas-
cade structures are expected to have low dark current [12]. The
terahertz single-photon detector composed by a single-etched
quantum-dot (QD) absorber and a single-electron transistor is
very sensitive in lower terahertz range (<0.6 THz) at temper-
atures below 1.0 K [13]. Traditional terahertz QD [14] and
quantum-ring (QR) [15] photodetectors were successfully fab-
ricated by using a self-assembled growth method. In comparison
with terahertz QWPs, the QD and QR photodetectors have sim-
ilar performance at low temperatures (<20 K). With increasing
temperature, the degradation in performance for QD and QR
photodetectors is slower due to the 3-D confinement of electrons.

In comparison with other terahertz detectors, intersubband-
transition-based terahertz QWPs display some specific features
[16]. Due to the intrinsic short lifetime of photon-excited elec-
trons, terahertz QWPs can be operated with high response speed
and therefore suited for high-frequency applications [16], [17].
Terahertz QWPs are narrow-band detectors because of the delta-
function-like joint density of states of intersubband transitions.

As a result, filters are not required in some laser-based concealed
object imaging applications. The response peak frequency of a
terahertz QWP is determined by the energy difference between
the first and second subbands of the quantum wells, which can
be well designed and implemented with molecular beam epitaxy
(MBE) growth technique. The mature semiconductor process-
ing technique makes it possible to fabricate large-scale uniform,
high-resolution, and long-term stable focal plane array, which is
important for realizing real-time terahertz imaging systems. The
main characteristics of common terahertz detectors are listed in
Table I. The features of terahertz QWPs mentioned previously
make them attractive for potential applications such as terahertz
imaging, heterodyne detection, terahertz free space communi-
cation, etc.

In this paper, we first discuss the design principle of
GaAs/(Al,Ga)As terahertz QWPs. In comparison with the
QWPs operating in mid-infrared, because the energy differ-
ence between the first and second subbands of terahertz QWPs
is much smaller, many-particle effects play an important role
in band structures and response peak frequencies of terahertz
QWPs. Two main many-particle interactions, the electron
exchange–correlation potential, and the depolarization effect are
considered within the local density approximation (LDA) [18].
Low intersubband absorption efficiency due to the low elec-
tron doping concentration in the quantum wells is a key fac-
tor in limiting the performance of terahertz QWPs. In order
to improve the intersubband absorption efficiency, three light-
coupling schemes, metal diffractive grating couplers, metal–
cavity couplers, and surface plasmon polariton (SPP) couplers
are investigated. High efficient light couplers are expected to
effectively improve the responsivity and working temperature
of terahertz QWPs. Finally, the applications of terahertz QWPs
in wireless communication and concealed metal object imaging
are demonstrated.
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Fig. 2. Calculated and experimental photocurrent spectra of terahertz QWPs:
(a) for V267 and (b) for V266. Vxc denotes the exchange–correlation potential.

II. BAND STRUCTURES AND PHOTOCURRENT

SPECTRA OF TERAHERTZ QWPS

We first calculate the band structures and the photocurrent
spectra of two devices labeled as V266 and V267 reported in [10]
and [11]. The MBE layers consist of a 400-nm top contact layer
with Si doping concentration of 1.0 × 1017 /cm3 , N quantum
wells with Lw -wide GaAs layers, Lb -thick AlxGa1−xAs barri-
ers, and an 800-nm bottom contact layer doped with Si to 1.0 ×
1017 /cm3 . The central 10-nm-wide region of each quantum well
is doped with Si to Nd . For V266, the parameters are N = 30, Lw

= 15.5 nm, Lb = 70.2 nm, x = 0.03, and Nd = 6.0 × 1016 /cm3 .
For V267, the parameters are N = 23, Lw = 22.1 nm, Lb =
95.1 nm, x = 0.015, and Nd = 3.0 × 1016 /cm3 . The barrier
height is 0.87x eV [16]. The electron effective mass is 0.067m0
with m0 being the free electron mass. The band structures and
the photocurrent spectra are determined by the parameters Lw ,
x, and Nd . The barrier thickness Lb is determined by the con-
dition that the direct interwell tunneling is effectively blocked.
The absorption efficiency is proportional to the quantum well
number N. Numerical design details are presented in [23].

The effects of the exchange–correlation potential and the de-
polarization interaction are explored [23]. For V266 and V267,
when the electron Coulomb interaction is considered in the
Hartree approximation, only one localized subband exists in the
quantum well, and the first excited subband is in alignment with
the top of the barrier, which is in coincidence with the design
rule of bound-to-quasibound QWPs [16]. However, when the
exchange–correlation potential is taken into account, the quan-
tum well becomes deeper, which increases the energy difference
between the ground subband and the first excited subband and
pulls the first excited subband deep into the quantum well. The
energy difference between the top of the barrier and the first
excited subband ΔE is 3.2 meV for V266, and 3.0 meV for
V267. The measured photocurrent spectra of the two devices
indicate that the photon-excited electrons in the first excited
subband can escape into the continuum states via scattering
and electric-field-assisted tunneling mechanisms. With further
increasing the doping concentration in the quantum well, ΔE
increases. As a result, instead of escaping, most electrons in the
first excited subband are scattered back to the ground subband

Fig. 3. Calculated well width and barrier Al mole fraction for a GaAs/AlGaAs
quantum well (a) without and (b) with the exchange–correlation potential and
depolarization considered. The red dotted contour lines present the response
peak frequencies; the energy differences between the top of the barrier and the
first excited subband are shown by different colors. Si doping concentration in
the 10-nm central region of the quantum well is 4.0 × 1016 /cm3 .

via electron–phonon and other interactions. Therefore, for such
heavily doped terahertz QWPs, the localized electrons must be
excited to higher subbands, which leads to broadening and blue-
shift of the photocurrent peaks [24], [25]. At the same time, the
performance is degraded [24].

Theoretical and experimental photocurrent spectra for V266
and V267 are shown in Fig. 2 [23]. In order to obtain physical
insights, different many-particle interactions are considered step
by step in our calculations. The deviations of response peaks be-
tween theory and experiment for V266 and V267 are 5.6 meV
(24.8%) and 4.8 meV (36.0%) without including any many-
particle interaction. When the exchange–correlation potentials
are taken into account, the deviations decrease to 2.4 meV
(10.6%) and 2.6 meV (19.4%), respectively. Further improve-
ments of theoretical response peak positions are achieved by
considering the depolarization effects, and the discrepancies are
about 0.2 meV (0.9%) and 1.1 meV (8.2%) for V266 and V267,
respectively. The large remaining discrepancy between theory
and experiment for V267 may originate from the fluctuation of
Al fraction in barriers due to the small Al mole fraction (1.5%).

The optimal quantum-well parameters for a QWP are to have
the first excited subband in alignment with the top of the barrier
[16]. If this condition is satisfied, there is a large transition dipole
between the ground subband and the first excited subband; and
at the same time the photon-excited electrons in the first excited
subband can transport to the continuum states effectively. Fig. 3
presents the calculated response peak frequencies (red dotted
contour lines) and ΔE (color bars, 0.0 ≤ ΔE ≤ 2.0 meV)
in the GaAs/(Al,Ga)As quantum-well parameter space of x =
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0.5–4.0% and Lw = 10–30 nm without and with considering
the many-particle interactions. The Si doping concentration is
set to Nd = 4.0 × 1016 /cm3 in the central 10-nm region of
the quantum well. The many-particle interactions significantly
affect the band structures and the response peak frequencies,
especially for devices working in the lower THz range. For V266
and V267, the energy differences between the top of barrier and
the first excited subband are about 2.5 meV [23]. The measured
photocurrent spectra of V266 and V267 indicate that the photon-
excited electrons in the first excited subbands can transport into
the continuum states and contribute to photocurrent. However, if
this energy difference increases to about 3.0 meV, the electrons
in the first excited subband cannot escape into the continuum
states effectively [23], [24]. Therefore, it is expected that most
photon-excited electrons in the first excited subband can escape
from the quantum well to the continuum states with the value
of ΔE in the range of 0.0–2.0 meV via scattering and electric-
field-assisted tunneling processes. Therefore, it is expected that
most photon-excited electrons in the first excited subband can
escape from the quantum well to the continuum states with the
value of ΔE in the range of 0.0–2.0 meV via scattering and
electric-field-assisted tunneling mechanisms.

At present, the response frequencies of GaAs/(Al,Ga)As
terahertz QWPs cover a frequency range of 3.0–7.5 THz.
Terahertz QWPs working for a lower frequency range of 1.0–
3.0 THz have not been realized. As shown in Fig. 3(b), for
covering 1.0–3.0 THz the Al mole fraction will need to be less
than 1.5% for GaAs/(Al,Ga)As terahertz QWPs. It is therefore
important to control the accuracy and fluctuation of Al fraction
for the growth. Furthermore, because of the decrease of barrier
height, low Si concentrations in quantum wells are favored to
suppressing the dark current. We are carrying on research in
these directions.

III. LIGHT COUPLERS FOR TERAHERTZ QWPS

Light coupling is another key factor for better performance of
terahertz QWPs [16]. Since light absorption in terahertz QWPs
is due to intersubband transitions, the selection rule dictates that
terahertz QWPs cannot respond to normally incident light. We
study three types of metal-grating-based light couplers for ter-
ahertz QWPs. For simplicity, only 1-D gratings are considered.
All results for the case of 1-D gratings can be easily generalized
to the 2-D grating case. The metal grating period is in the X
direction, the length of metal strips is infinite in the Y direction,
and the quantum well growth direction is along the Z-axis. We
define a quantity γ, the normalized coupling efficiency of a light
coupler to that of a 45◦ facet coupling scheme

γ =
2
∫∫∫

MQWs |Ez |2 dv
∫∫∫

MQWs |E0 |2 dv
(1)

where E0 is the electric field intensity in the multiquantum-well
(MQW) region of a terahertz QWP with a 45◦ facet coupling
scheme. The factor 2 in (1) accounts for the loss of 50% up-
polarized incident photons in the 45◦ facet coupling geometry.
Because of very low mole fraction of Al in the (Al,Ga)As bar-
riers and low Si doping concentration in the quantum wells, we
use a homogenous dielectric layer of GaAs to replace the MQW
structure, and we also neglect the contribution of intersubband

Fig. 4. Normalized photocurrent spectra of V266-G12, V266-G15, and the 45◦

facet coupled device (Facet V266). The normalized photocurrent spectrum of
V266-G20 (not shown) is similar to that of V266-G15. The frequencies marked
by the vertical lines are the first-order diffraction mode frequencies of 12-μm
grating (blue) and 15-μm grating (red), respectively. (b) Peak responsivities of
V266-G12, V266-G15, and V266-G20. The inset to (a) is a schematic of the
grating-coupled terahertz QWP.

transitions to the relative permittivity. The approximation makes
the designs of light couplers and terahertz QWPs decoupled.

1-D and 2-D diffractive gratings were widely used as light
couplers of mid-infrared, far-infrared QWPs [26]–[28]. Three
different 1-D metal gratings with periods of p = 12.0 μm (V266-
G12), p = 15.0 μm (V266-G15), and p = 20.0 μm (V266-
G20) for the device V266 were fabricated and tested [29]. The
modal method [30] is employed to analyze the results. The
calculated frequencies of the first diffractive modes are 3.80,
5.28, and 6.27 THz for the three gratings, respectively. It is
shown that the photocurrent spectrum of V266-G12 is distorted,
whereas for V266-G15, the shape remains nearly the same and
only shows a small red shift. The vertical lines indicating the
positions of the first diffractive modes of the gratings are shown
in Fig. 4(a) to explain the distortion. According to our numerical
simulations, the incident lights with frequencies indicated by
the vertical lines are most efficiently coupled by the following
gratings: 5.28 THz for the 15-μm-period grating (red dash–
dotted line) and 6.27 THz for the 12-μm-period grating (blue
dashed line). Due to this efficient coupling, a shoulder appears
around the blue vertical line in the spectrum of V266-G12,
and no significant distortion is observed for V266-G15. For
the case of V266-G20, the spectrum (not shown) is similar to
the 45◦ facet one. The possible reason is that the spectrum is
sharply peaked and, hence, the effect of the grating is not clearly
visible. Based on the spectra in Fig. 4(a), peak responsivities of
V266 with different gratings are acquired [see Fig. 4(b)]. At
0.15-V bias, the responsivities are 0.128, 0.197, and 0.070 A/W
for V266-G12, V266-G15, and V266-G20, respectively, which
are much higher than the responsivity of 13 mA/W reported
in [31]. Theoretical calculations show that the peak coupling
efficiency of an optimized metal grating is about three times
larger than that of 45◦ facet scheme [32]. However, the measured
peak responsivity of V266 with 45◦ facet coupling is about
0.3 A/W at temperature of 8 K and biased voltage of 0.15 V [11],
which is larger than that of V266-G15. The possible reason
for the discrepancy between theory and experiment may be the
extra Joule loss due to the imperfection of metal–semiconductor
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Fig. 5. Calculated photocurrent spectra of metal-grating coupled and 45◦ facet
coupled terahertz QWPs. For clarity, the normalized absorption spectrum of the
45◦ facet terahertz QWP is multiplied by a factor of 15. The inset shows the
device geometry.

interface. Further investigations are needed to address the exact
reason of the discrepancy.

SPPs are electromagnetic excitations originating from the
collective motion of free electrons, which propagate along the
interface between a dielectric and a conductor and are con-
fined in the perpendicular direction [33], [34]. We proposed
SPP-based light couplers for terahertz QWPs [35]. Normally,
incident light can be coupled into SPP modes supported by the
top contact layers of terahertz QWPs by a 1-D metal grating.
The resonant coupling peak frequencies are determined by the
parameters of metal grating period p, metal strip width s, Si dop-
ing concentration n in the top contact layer, and the thickness
of the top contact layer a. Because the thicknesses of the active
MQW regions of terahertz QWPs are in subwavelength scale,
the evanescent and z-polarized electric fields related to the SPPs
have a large overlap with the MQW regions of terahertz QWPs.
Therefore, the SPP-based light couplers are expected to im-
prove the coupling efficiencies of terahertz QWPs significantly.
For SPP-based light couplers, the SPP modes are supported by
the trilayer air-n-doped GaAs–GaAs structures. In general, for
normally incident light, the metal grating provides momentums
of ±2πm/p with m = 1, 2, 3 . . . [33]. However, due to the
disturbance from the metal strips on the trilayer structure, we
found that the momentums provided by the metal grating are
±2πm/(p − s) [35]. The modes characterized by ±m corre-
spond to two counterpropagating plane waves having the same
frequency. In the phase-matched condition of p = mλ with λ

the wavelength, the two counterpropagating plane waves form
standing wave patterns. When the values of the device parame-
ters p, s, n, and a are given, aided by the SPP dispersion relation
for the trilayer structure [34], resonant coupling frequencies are
determined. The electric-field distributions are numerically cal-
culated using an electromagnetic simulation software package
based on the finite element method (FEM) [36]. Fig. 5 presents
the calculated normalized photocurrent spectra for the 45◦ cou-
pling scheme and the SPP-based light coupler. The grating pa-
rameters are p = 16.0 μm and s = 8.0 μm. The metal strips are
0.5 μm thick. The Si doping concentration is 5.0 × 1017 /cm3 in
the 0.4-μm-thick top contact layer. The Al mole fraction is 2.2%
in the (Al,Ga)As barriers. The width of the GaAs quantum wells

Fig. 6. Numerical results of normalized coupling efficiencies of metal-grating
couplers and metal-cavity couplers for terahertz QWPs. (a) Metal-grating cou-
pler. (b) Metal-cavity coupler with the same grating parameters shown in (a).
(c) Optimal metal-cavity couplers for terahertz QWPs with the response peak
frequency of 5.48 THz. The inset to (b) is a schematic of the cavity-coupled
terahertz QWP.

is 15.0 nm, and the Si doping concentration in the central 10-
nm-wide regions of the quantum wells is 4.0 × 1016 /cm3 . The
resonant coupling peaks shown in Fig. 5 correspond to different
values of m. The response peak of the terahertz QWP is designed
to match the second resonant coupling peak at 3.91 THz. There
is a large overlap between the response peak of the QWP and
the resonant coupling peaks induced by the SPPs. A maximum
value of about 30-fold enhancement of the coupling efficiency
is achieved in comparison with that of the 45◦ facet coupling
scheme.

Recently, strong interactions of a localized light field and in-
tersubband transitions in MQWs sandwiched between a metal
grating and a bottom metal layer have been systematically in-
vestigated [37], [38]. In such subwavelength metal cavity struc-
tures, the normally incident light coming from the grating side
is strongly compressed into the metal cavity at some resonant
frequencies determined by the geometry and material parame-
ters of the grating-MQWs-metal composite structures, and the
polarization of the field is effectively tuned to fulfill the in-
tersubband transition selection rule. In a metal-cavity coupled
terahertz QWP, a thin metal layer is inserted beneath the bot-
tom contact layer. A subwavelength cavity having high con-
finement factor is formed between the metal grating and the
bottom thin metal layer. We found that the resonant coupling
behaviors of a metal cavity are very different from those of a
metal grating (see Fig. 6) [32]. The relative dielectric constant
and the conductivity of gold, and the relative dielectric constant
of GaAs are set to −1.80 × 104 , 4.56 × 107 S/m, and 10.6,
respectively in our calculations. The FEM numerical resonant
coupling peak of the metal grating is at 5.48 THz [see Fig. 6(a)],
which is in accordance with the analytical solution of the first-
order diffractive mode frequency ν = c/

√
ε p, where c is the

light speed in vacuum. However, in the metal-cavity coupled
terahertz QWPs, the original grating-determined resonant cou-
pling peak at 5.48 THz disappears, and two other resonant
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Fig. 7. Wireless audio signals transmission system based on a terahertz QCL
and a terahertz QWP. (a) Scheme of the terahertz transmission setup. (b) Time
traces of audio signals transmitted over the link, upper trace: modulator signal
and lower trace: received signal.

coupling peaks with their maximum values at 3.65 and 7.20 THz
emerge with the same grating parameters and the thickness of the
cavity h = 3.8 μm [see Fig. 6(b)]. In comparison with the case
of metal-grating-coupled terahertz QWPs, the maximum cou-
pling efficiency increases by about an order of magnitude. The
waveguide effects of the metal cavity are responsible for the
changes of the resonant coupling behaviors. A ray propagation
method [39], [40] is successfully used to analyze the resonant
behaviors in the metal-cavity-coupled terahertz QWPs qualita-
tively. The theoretical maximum value of normalized coupling
efficiency γ is about 100 for the optimal metal cavity parameters
[see Fig. 6(c)].

For the metal-cavity- and SPP-based light couplers for
terahertz QWPs, at resonant coupling frequencies, the polariza-
tion of light field is effectively changed to fulfill the intersubband
transition selection rule. Meanwhile, the electric field intensity
in the active MQW regions of terahertz QWPs is substantially
enhanced, which indicates that a higher absorption efficiency
is expected for a low Si doping concentration in the quantum
wells. The tradeoff [16] between the responsivity and the oper-
ating temperature determined by the Si doping concentration in
the quantum wells needs to be re-evaluated.

IV. APPLICATIONS OF TERAHERTZ QWPS

Due to the intrinsic short lifetime of photon-excited elec-
trons [16], [17], terahertz QWPs are potentially suited for
applications in high-speed terahertz communications. We
demonstrated an audio terahertz wireless transmission link [41].
A terahertz quantum cascade laser (QCL) [42] is used as the
signal emitter and a terahertz QWP as the receiver. The exper-
imental setup is shown in Fig. 7(a). The lasing frequency of
the QCL is 4.1 THz. The audio signal from a MP3 player is
added to a dc current offset, and amplified by a power ampli-
fier (PA). The modulated bias voltage from the PA is used to
driven the QCL. The light amplitude from the QCL operated in
linear bias range is proportional to the drive bias voltage. The
modulated laser beam is collimated by an off-axis parabolic

Fig. 8. Scanning terahertz imaging of a concealed metal key with a blackbody
source and a terahertz QWP. (a) Schematic of the terahertz imaging setup.
(b) Comparison of the concealed metal key between optical picture (left) and
terahertz images with different blackbody temperatures of 473, 423, and 373 K
(from left to right).

mirror. After a transmission distance of about 2.0 m, the laser
beam is focused onto the QWP. The photocurrent is amplified
by a transimpedance amplifier (TIA). A high-pass filter is used
to eliminate low-frequency noises. The 3-dB bandwidth of the
wireless link is about 580 kHz. The oscilloscope traces of the
modulated signal and the received signal are shown in Fig. 7(b).
The main signal features are well kept, and the audio signal is
reproduced via a loudspeaker on the receiving side.

By utilizing the narrow-band response feature of terahertz
QWPs, we presented a 2-D-scan terahertz imaging of a metal
key in an envelope assisted by a blackbody source [43]. A
terahertz QWP with a response peak frequency of 3.2 THz [10]
is placed on the 3.4 K cold finger of a close-cycle optical cryostat
with a high-density polyethylene window. The experiment setup
is shown in Fig. 8(a). The sample is placed at the focal plane
of an off-axis parabolic mirror (PM1) and mounted on a com-
puter controlled X–Y translation stage. In front of the sample,
we use a pinhole to reduce the background noise. After a chop-
per, the transmission signal is collimated by PM1 and focused
by PM2 onto the terahertz QWP. The photocurrent is amplified
by a low-noise amplifier (LNA), and then read out by a lock-in
amplifier (LIA) which is controlled by a computer for synchro-
nization with the X–Y stage. Fig. 8(b) presents three images of
the concealed metal key with different blackbody temperatures
of 473, 423, and 373 K. The corresponding signal-to-noise ra-
tios are 27, 17, and 10, respectively. As the signal-to-noise ratio
increases, the quality of the image becomes better. The spatial
resolution of the imaging system is ∼1 mm, which is limited by
the scanning system.

V. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, intersubband-transition-based terahertz QWPs
have some specific features such as intrinsic high response
speed, narrow band response, and mature fabrication technique.
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They have potential applications such as terahertz imaging, het-
erodyne detection, terahertz free space communication, etc. Due
to the small barrier height and the energy difference between the
ground subband and the first excited subband, many particle in-
teractions play key roles in the band structure and the response
peak frequency of a terahertz QWP. Because the exchange–
correlation potential is negative, it increases the energy differ-
ence between the top of the barrier and the first excited subband
ΔE. A blue shift of the response peak is introduced by both
the exchange–correlation and depolarization interactions. Light
coupling is another key factor for better performance of terahertz
QWPs. Three types of light couplers are investigated. For the
metal-cavity- and SPP-based light couplers, at resonant cou-
pling frequencies, the polarization of light field is effectively
changed. Meanwhile, the electric field intensity in the active
MQW regions of terahertz QWPs is substantially enhanced.
Terahertz-QWP-based wireless communication and imaging are
demonstrated, which indicates that the terahertz QWPs have po-
tential applications in the aforementioned fields.
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