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Time-Resolved Photoresponse in the Resistive Flux-Flow State
in Y-Ba-Cu-O Superconducting Microbridges
Introduction
High-temperature superconductors (HTS’s) exhibit many properties that are very desirable for microwave-based telecommunication applications. Their main advantages are low absorption
at microwave frequencies1 and existence of HTS microwave
devices based on the controlled vortex flux flow.2 The mostpromising material is the YBa2Cu3O7–x (YBCO) superconductor because of its well-developed technology for the
fabrication and patterning of very high quality epitaxial thin
films, as well as the ability to produce multilayer microstructures. YBCO is characterized by a very large critical current
density Jc > 2 to 3 MA/cm2 at nitrogen temperatures3 and
exhibits ultrafast (~1-ps) voltage photoresponse when optically excited with femtosecond laser pulses.4 Thus, YBCO thin
films and microstructures are good candidates for generating
high-power and jitter-free ultrafast electrical transients for
ultrawide-frequency-band antennas5 for mobile communication systems. The ultrawide-band signals can be reflected by
any conductor or insulator with dimensions fitting the wavelength of the signal. Therefore, the GHz-bandwidth, jitter-free
pulse-driven antennas are desirable devices for high-resolution pulsed-radar systems, operating with a high (GHz) repetition rate of probing signals.
When light is incident on a superconductor, photons with an
energy much larger than the superconductor energy gap 2D will
break Cooper pairs, resulting in the appearance of highly
excited quasiparticles. These excited (hot) carriers thermalize
within tens of femtoseconds and, subsequently, relax their
excess energy through the electron–phonon interaction process. During the relaxation, the number of excited quasiparticles becomes significantly larger than their equilibrium value,
leading to a suppressed 2D value and a nonequilibrium condition in the entire sample. In the space domain, the 2D reduction
resulting from the photon absorption generates a so-called
“hotspot,” a localized region where superconductivity is highly
suppressed or even completely destroyed.6
The incoming photons can also generate quantized vortex–
antivortex pairs (i.e., oppositely directed fluxons),7 which can
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get de-pinned and start moving one toward the other transversely to the direction of the current flow, resulting in a
voltage signal. When the temperature inside the optically
excited hotspot exceeds the Kosterlitz–Thouless (vortex unbinding) temperature TKT ~ Evp kB (where Evp is a minimum
energy needed to create a vortex–antivortex pair and kB is the
Boltzmann constant), the vortex–antivortex interaction can get
screened, leading to the appearance of essentially unbound
single vortices, whose motion brings resistance in the superconducting thin film.7 At lower temperatures, vortex pairs can
be de-pinned by applying a bias current I that exceeds the
critical current Ic. In this latter case, the superconductor is
transferred into a resistive flux state when the Lorentz force
exceeds the collective pinning force and bundles of vortices
move, leading to a voltage signal across the superconductor.8
The aim of this work is to investigate ultrafast voltage transients in optically thick YBCO superconducting microbridges
biased with supercritical (I > Ic), nanosecond-in-duration current pulses and, simultaneously, excited with femtosecond
optical pulses. The above experimental arrangement allowed
us to study the superconductor photoresponse in the resistive
flux-flow state. The photoresponse voltage transients were
recorded, and their amplitude versus bias current, laser fluence,
and hotspot area were investigated. The maximal repetition
rate of light-triggered YBCO bridges for applications as highpower, jitter-free, electrical pulse generators has been determined. The next section presents the test sample configuration
and our experimental setup designed for time-synchronized,
simultaneous electrical and optical excitations of YBCO
microbridges. The last two sections present our experimental
results and the summary and conclusions of our work.
Sample Design and Experimental Setup
Our experimental samples consisted of 50-mm-long,
25-mm-wide microbridges, patterned in epitaxial 200-nmthick YBCO films, laser ablated onto MgO substrates. The
bridges were placed across 150-mm-wide, Au-covered, YBCO
coplanar transmission lines (CTL), as shown in Fig. 95.39. The
test structures were characterized by a zero-resistance transiLLE Review, Volume 95
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tion temperature Tc0 = 86.8 K and a transition width DT =
0.8 K. Figure 95.40 presents the family voltage versus current
V(I) characteristics of our microbridge, taken at several temperatures below Tc. The resistive state with flux-creep behavior, seen as the power-law V ~ In dependence, is clearly
visible with no hysteresis upon the current ramping. The inset
in Fig. 95.40 shows the Ic(T) dependence near Tc. The lowertemperature measurements showed that Jc was > 3 MA/cm2
at 77 K.

Wire bonds

Our experimental setup for transient photoresponse measurements of YBCO microbridges biased with supercritical
current pulses is shown in Fig. 95.41. The YBCO microbridge
was mounted on a cold finger, inside a temperature-controlled,
continuous-flow helium cryostat. Nanosecond electrical pulses
were delivered from a current generator via a semirigid coaxial
cable wire-bonded to the CTL (see also Fig. 95.39). The dc bias
was provided from an independent, stable current source and
was combined with the pulses via a broadband bias-tee.

Au/YBCO
YBCO microbridge
Figure 95.39
Schematic of a 50-mm-long, 25-mm-wide YBCO microbridge incorporated into the Au-covered YBCO coplanar transmission lines used in our
experiments.
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Figure 95.40
Voltage versus current characteristics of our YBCO microbridge. The measurement was performed in a two-point configuration, and, subsequently, the
constant, temperature-independent resistance of the contacts was numerically subtracted. The inset shows the Ic dependence on temperature in a
region close to Tc.
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Figure 95.41
Experimental setup for optical excitation of a superconducting YBCO microbridge, biased with nanosecond-duration
current pulses delivered from an electronic pulse generator.
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A 3-GHz-bandwidth, single-shot oscilloscope (input impedance of 50 W) was used to register transient photoresponse
signals. The oscilloscope was connected with the sample via a
second semirigid coaxial cable wire-bonded to the CTL. The
experimental-system time resolution of our recorded transients was approximately 100 ps.
Synchronously with the electrical pulse bias, our superconducting microbridges were illuminated with 100-fs-wide,
810-nm-wavelength optical pulses, picked from an 82-MHzrepetition-rate train of pulses generated by a commercial
Ti:sapphire laser. Both the current-pulse generator and the
oscilloscope were synchronized with the laser system with the
common repetition rate divided down to 32 kHz. The experiments were performed in the temperature range between 80 K
and Tc, with the bulk of the data collected at 80.5 K, where the
photoresponse was the largest and the influence of the temperature shift, due to laser heating, was minimized. The temperatures below 80 K were difficult to access since the very
large values of Ic (well over 100 mA) in our samples required
the generation of supercritical pulses with amplitudes exceeding the capabilities of our current-pulse generator.
Experiment Results
An ultrafast voltage transient of the optically excited, current-pulse-biased YBCO microbridge is shown in Fig. 95.42.
The bridge was kept at T = 80.5 K and biased with a 10-ns-long
current pulse with an amplitude of I = 1.1 Ic. The main, 10-ns-

long signal, with sharp spikes at the beginning and the end due
to the sample inductance, corresponds to the YBCO resistive
response to the supercritical current-bias pulse. The arrival of
an optical pulse (marked by an arrow in Fig. 95.42) with a
fluence of 23.8 mJ/cm2 produced an additional voltage response (photoresponse Vphoto) with a rise time of less than
100 ps (resolution limit of our experimental setup) and an
amplitude of ~7 mV. We note that there is apparently no
relaxation in the Vphoto transient and the sample remains in
the higher-voltage state (see the dashed line indicating the
continuation of the electrical transient) until the end of the
electrical pulse.
If we assume, for the moment, that the main impact of the
light absorption by our YBCO microbridge in the resistive
state is just simple heating, we can quickly estimate the
magnitude of the heat-generated Vphoto. The incident fluence
of 23.8 mJ/cm2 (average power 13.8 mW) should increase the
temperature of our bridge by 2.2 K, based on the estimated
average temperature increase of 0.16 K/mW, for the 200-nmthick YBCO uniformly absorbing 810-nm illumination. Analyzing the 80.4-K V(I) curve shown in Fig. 95.40, the 2.2-K
change in temperature should lead to an almost negligible
voltage increase across the sample. Since the Vphoto signal in
Fig. 95.42 is ~7 mV, we can reject the simple-heating model
and conclude that the photoresponse must be associated with
an optically induced change in the resistive flux state of the
microbridge. Photons assist the bias current in the de-pinning
of additional vortices in the YBCO film and result in a transition into a higher-voltage state.
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Figure 95.42
Voltage transient generated by a YBCO microbridge, maintained at
T = 80.5 K, biased with a 10-ns-long current pulse with amplitude I = 1.1 Ic
and, simultaneously, excited with a 100-fs optical pulse. The arrow shows
the arrival of the optical pulse. The inset presents the photoresponse relaxation when the microbridge was biased with the I £ Ic current pulse.
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The vortex photoresponse model is also consistent with the
time evolution of the Vphoto transient. The signal rise time is
very short (<100 ps), indicating an electronic rather than heattype interaction, and the fact that there is no relaxation after
the optical excitation shows that the bridge was optically
switched into a new flux state and remained there until the end
of the electric pulse, which turned off the resistive state in our
microbridge. The latter behavior is very different from the
nanosecond-long phonon relaxation observed in the
photoresponse of YBCO microbridges current driven into
the purely resistive state.4 In addition, the inset in Fig. 95.42
shows Vphoto for I £ Ic (below the edge of the flux-flow state).
In this case, the photoresponse is due to the Cooper pair
breaking, electron cooling, and the subsequent escape of
phonons from the film.9 As expected, in the inset, the signal
relaxes back to the initial level with a decay time of the order
of 20 ns—the time scale characteristic for a phonon-escape–
type cooling process.
LLE Review, Volume 95
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Figure 95.44 presents the Vphoto amplitude dependence on
the number of photons incident on the microbridge under
uniform illumination, for the bias I = 1.43 Ic. The amplitude
increases very rapidly with the laser-fluence increase, reaching
a 13.6-mV saturation value at the 5.9-mJ/cm2 fluence. Clearly,
this dependence must reflect the process of light-induced
generation of vortex–antivortex pairs in our microbridge. The
minimal energy Evp needed to create a vortex–antivortex pair
in a YBCO superconducting film can be expressed as
Evp ~ F 20 d 2pm 0 l2 , where m0 = 4p ¥ 10-7 H/m is a permeability of free space, l is a magnetic penetration depth, and
d is the film thickness. Thus, we have, in our case, Evp ª
0.65 eV for d = 200 nm and l = 1 mm.7 Taking into account
that an average radius of single vortex equals xa–b, the maximal number of vortex–antivortex pairs generated in our microbridge is ~ 6.4 ¥ 107. This latter value corresponds to the onset
of saturation of the photoresponse observed in Fig. 95.44;
therefore, we can conclude that under our experimental conditions (sample geometry, current bias, etc.) higher laser fluence
could not produce additional moving vortices in our YBCO
microbridge and the excess light was, apparently, absorbed by
the normal phase (free carriers) and converted into joule
heating. The high-fluence saturation effect lets us predict that
superconducting films with an artificially increased number of
pinning centers8 should exhibit higher amplitudes of Vphoto
transients since, in this latter case, the flux-flow state before
optical activation would be of lower level due to the increased
pinning force.
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The amplitude of the photoresponse as a function of the
normalized current-pulse bias is shown in Fig. 95.43. We note
that, initially, the Vphoto amplitude increases very rapidly,
reaches the broad maximum value of ~15 mV in the 1.4 <
I/Ic < 2.0 range, and starts to decrease above 2.0 Ic. The above
behavior again excludes simple heating; as in the latter case,
the resistive/heating contribution would remain constant and
result in a linear increase of Vphoto as a function of I/Ic. On the
other hand, in the vortex photoresponse model, the Vphoto
signal should depend on the vortex velocity v of our YBCO
microbridge v = 2pJr nxa2- b F 0 , where rn is the normalstate (100-K) resistivity of the microbridge, xa–b = 2.5 nm
(Ref. 10) is the YBCO superconducting coherence length
along the a–b direction, F0 = 2.07 ¥ 10-15 Wb is the flux
quantum, and J is the bridge bias current density. Simple
calculation shows that for rn = 1 mW cm and I = 1.43 Ic, v =
2.8 ¥ 104 cm/s, which is a very reasonable value for currentbiased YBCO thin films.11 For very large I/Ic values, Vphoto
decreases, which must be related to the vortex–velocity decrease associated with vortex–vortex interactions and vortex–
antivortex recombination, as well as the reduction of the
volume of the superconducting phase. The data presented in
Fig. 95.43 allowed us to calculate the voltage responsivity RV
of our YBCO bridge, defined as the ratio of the Vphoto
amplitude to the optical power per pulse incident on the
device. The maximal value of RV, corresponding to the Vphoto
maximum in Fig. 95.43, was found to be 4.3 mV/W.
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Figure 95.43
The photoresponse amplitude of a YBCO microbridge as a function of the
normalized amplitude of the current bias pulse.
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Figure 95.44
The photoresponse amplitude of a YBCO microbridge as a function of the
number of photons incident on the structure.

189

TIME-RESOLVED PHOTORESPONSE IN THE RESISTIVE FLUX-FLOW STATE IN Y-BA-CU-O SUPERCONDUCTING MICROBRIDGES
As expected, the photoresponse of the YBCO microbridge
was found to be sensitive to the diameter of the laser beam
incident on the bridge. Optical imaging experiments have been
done at T = 80.5 K with a constant average optical power of
33 mW and a beam diameter ranging from 10 mm to 100 mm.
The results shown in Fig. 95.45 demonstrate that the Vphoto
amplitude increased with the increase of the spot size, exhibiting a maximum when a whole surface of the YBCO bridge
is illuminated. Further opening of the optical beam resulted in
a Vphoto decrease since part of the optical energy could not
excite the superconductor. The latter behavior is in very good
quantitative agreement with the Vphoto dependence on the
number of photons incident on the bridge presented in
Fig. 95.44.
When the laser beam was focused into a spot with a diameter
smaller than the bridge width, photons could create vortices
only within the excited hotspot area; the surplus of optical
energy was, apparently, dissipated through electron–phonon
interaction and diffused as heat toward unilluminated parts of
the superconductor. It is worth noting that Ic variations over the
sample length could also account for the Vphoto growth with
the hotspot-size growth. This latter line of thought was used
to explain small-angle neutron-scattering measurements in
Pb-In superconductors with an inhomogeneous surface.8 It
was shown that in the case of superconducting domains possessing different Ic’s, regions with lower Ic’s were character-

ized by larger vortex velocities since v was proportional to
I – Ic. We believe, however, that our films are uniform and, for
the fixed current bias, v is constant, as was discussed in
connection with Fig. 95.43.
The maximum repetition rate of the photoresponse generated by our YBCO microbridge can be estimated by progressively reducing the width of the supercritical biasing pulse,
while maintaining synchronization of the optical pulse. Figure 95.46 presents the Vphoto signal on top of the 1-ns-wide
biasing transient. The minimum width of Vphoto that we could
resolve was ~100 ps, resulting in the maximum repetition rate
in the GHz-frequency range. The main limitation on the
maximum repetition rate of the vortex photoresponse signal
comes actually not from optical triggering, but from the delay
time td of the formation of the resistive state in a superconductor excited by a supercritical current pulse.12,13 In Ref. 12, for
20-ns-wide supercritical pulses, td was limited by the phonon
escape time and was of the order of nanoseconds. For our 1-nswide current pulses with a rise time and a fall time of 47 ps and
110 ps, respectively, td = 210 ps for I ~ Ic and decreased down
to 140 ps when I = 1.5 Ic. Clearly, our much faster supercritical
perturbations lead to the nonequilibrium state in YBCO; td in
this case was limited by ~1-ps electron–phonon interaction
time and is predicted to be of the order of hundreds of picoseconds,14 in agreement with our measurements. Independently,
following Ref. 15, one could attribute the very short value of
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Figure 95.45
The photoresponse amplitude of a YBCO microbridge as a function of the
laser beam diameter, normalized to the microbridge length.
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Figure 95.46
Voltage transient generated by a YBCO microbridge biased with a 1-ns-wide
current pulse with amplitude I = 1.1 Ic and, simultaneously, excited with a
100-fs optical pulse. The arrow shows the arrival of the optical pulse. The
photoresponse signal is approximately 100 ps wide.
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td to the ultrafast magnetic diffusion process when the superconducting bridge is transferred to the flux-flow state. More
research is needed to understand the nonequilibrium switching
dynamics of YBCO under the picosecond-wide, supercritical
current-pulse perturbation, but this subject goes beyond the
scope of this article.
Summary and Conclusions
We have demonstrated the photoresponse effect in YBCO
microbridges driven into the resistive flux state by nanosecond-wide supercritical current pulses and synchronously excited with femtosecond optical pulses. It has been shown that
the dynamics of the photoresponse is directly related to the
motion of vortices in the superconductor. The amplitude of the
photoresponse signal can be increased by a factor of 3 when the
bias current increases from Ic to 1.9 Ic, corresponding to the
vortex velocity of ~3 ¥ 104 cm/s. The photoresponse amplitude
also increased with the increase of the laser fluence incident on
the device and reached the saturated value when light illuminated the entire microbridge, simultaneously producing the
maximal number of vortex–antivortex pairs generated in our
microbridge. The above conditions corresponded to the maximal value of the bridge voltage responsivity, which was calculated to be ~4 mV/W. The time-resolved measurements of the
vortex photoresponse dynamics showed that signals as short as
~100 ps (our experimental resolution limit) could be generated, providing that synchronization with electrical bias pulses
was preserved. From the applied point of view, we demonstrated that the YBCO superconductor in the flux-flow state
can operate as a GHz-rate, high-power optically triggered
switch at supercritical bias current pulses as high as 2 Ic.
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