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ABSTRACT: Optical antennas can enhance the spontaneous
emission rate from nanoemitters by orders of magnitude,
enabling the possibility of an ultrafast, eﬃcient, nanoscale
LED. Semiconductors would be the preferred material for such
a device to allow for direct high-speed modulation. However,
eﬃcient nanoscale devices are challenging to implement
because of high surface recombination typical of most III−V
materials. Monolayer transition metal dichalcogenides are an
attractive alternative to a III−V emitter due to their
intrinsically nanoscale dimensions, direct bandgap, and nearideal surfaces resulting in high intrinsic quantum yield. In this work, we couple a nanostrip (30 nm × 250 nm) monolayer of
WSe2 to a cavity-backed optical slot antenna through a self-aligned fabrication process. Photoluminescence, scattering, and
lifetime measurements are used to estimate a radiative spontaneous emission rate enhancement of 318× from WSe2 monolayers
coupled to on-resonance antennas. Such a huge increase in the spontaneous emission rate results in an ultrafast radiative
recombination rate and a quantum yield in nanopatterned monolayers comparable to unprocessed exfoliated ﬂakes of WSe2.
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O

however, prevent the emitter from being closely coupled to an
optical antenna, creating an intrinsic trade-oﬀ between rate
enhancement and device quantum eﬃciency.
Transition metal dichalcogenide (TMDC) materials such as
MoS2 and WSe2 have emerged as an interesting new
optoelectronic material.15−24 Monolayers exhibit a direct
bandgap and oﬀer near ideal surfaces, resulting in high intrinsic
photoluminescence quantum yield.16,25 These unique properties, along with the ability to electrically inject carriers,26 have
allowed for a wide range of optoelectronic devices to be
demonstrated with TMDCs including LEDs,27−29 solar cells,30
and photodetectors.31 Their strong light emission, near-ideal
surfaces, and intrinsically atomic layer thickness make TMDCs
very attractive candidates for use in an optical nanoemitter.
By using WSe2 as the active material in an optical antenna
based nanoLED, we demonstrate photoluminescence (PL)
enhancement as large as 700× compared to bare monolayers.
Unlike previous studies that aimed solely at increasing PL,
whether through a pump enhancement, increased directivity, or
radiative decay rate enhancement,32−34 our structures are
speciﬁcally designed to enhance radiative decay rate. Radiative
decay rate deﬁnes the fastest speed at which energy can escape

ptical antennas have demonstrated an enormous ability
to focus free-space optical energy down to nanoscale
dimensions as well as radiate locally stored energy into the farﬁeld. Plasmonic structures and optical antennas have been
shown to enhance absorption,1,2 Raman scattering,3,4 and
spontaneous emission rates of nanoemitters5−12 by orders of
magnitude. Increasing spontaneous emission rates is especially
attractive as it could enable eﬃcient LEDs with modulation
bandwidths exceeding that of traditional directly modulated
lasers,13 leading to a new class of devices for on-chip optical
interconnects and nanoscale optical sensors. Spontaneous
emission rate enhancement has been successful for dyemolecule emission,5,7−9 where high intrinsic quantum yield
and simple fabrication methods allow for tight coupling
between the dye-molecule and optical antenna. Dye-molecules,
however, can only be excited optically and have a slow response
time that severely limits their use as integrated nanoemitters
that require direct modulation at high speed. Coupling solidstate emitters to optical antennas has also been extensively
studied,6,10,11,14 but these attempts have shown signiﬁcantly
lower enhancement and quantum yield than their dye-molecule
counterparts. In solid-state emitters at the nanoscale, surface
recombination plays a signiﬁcant role. To maintain a high
quantum yield, cladding layers must be utilized to prevent
carriers from reaching the surface. These cladding layers,
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Figure 1. (a) Perspective view of cavity-backed slot antenna. (b) Perspective cut-through schematic of WSe2 monolayer coupled to an optical slot
antenna. (c) |E|2 in the z-direction at x = y = 0. (d) |E|2 through the center of the WSe2 layer along the y-direction and (e) along the x-direction. (f)
Cut-plane along the slot long axis and (f) through the WSe2 layer showing the electric-ﬁeld proﬁle of the antenna mode. White dotted lines
correspond to the |E|2 proﬁles in (c−e).

tally measure the emission properties of the antennas. Collected
optical emission from three diﬀerent antenna-coupled devices
and a bare reference sample are shown in Figure 3. Antennas

from a material into free space as photons and is therefore the
ultimate limiting factor in speed and eﬃciency of a high-speed
modulated LED. PL, scattering, and lifetime measurements of
our devices suggest that in devices where the antenna
resonance is well matched to the WSe2 spontaneous emission
spectrum, the rate of radiative emission is enhanced by a factor
of 318× compared to bare etched WSe2 monolayers. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the largest rate enhancement ever
reported for any semiconductor emitter. Such a large rate
enhancement compensates for increased nonradiative edge
recombination35 present in nanoscale ﬂakes (∼30 nm × 250
nm), resulting in antenna-coupled devices with a quantum yield
comparable to unprocessed monolayers. The combination of
ultrafast radiative lifetime and high quantum yield make this
structure an attractive option for future high-speed directly
modulated nanoemitters.
In this work, we couple WSe2 nanoemitters to optical slot
antennas as shown in Figure 1a. The slot antenna is the
complementary structure to the dipole antenna,36 formed by
creating a dielectric slot in a continuous metal plane. The
dipole antenna and slot antenna have very similar far-ﬁeld
radiation characteristics, but have signiﬁcantly diﬀerent nearﬁeld. The electric ﬁeld of a slot antenna, shown in Figure 1f,g
for the structure used in this study, is concentrated within the
dielectric slot, which provides an eﬀective way to couple to a
dipole emitter. A cavity-backed slot antenna12,37 is a slight
perturbation of the slot antenna that closes oﬀ the back side of
the slot with a metal reﬂector. This creates an antenna that
directionally emits in the +z direction and eliminates the need
for ﬁne lithographic alignment of the active material and the
antenna. By using a self-aligned fabrication process, WSe2 not
within the slot of the antenna is completely etched away (see
Supporting Information). This ensures tight coupling between
the semiconductor and antenna without the need for tight
fabrication tolerances and eliminates background material that
would otherwise be poorly coupled to the antenna. In our
experiment, very coarse alignment was used to pattern antennas
in the portion of the substrate containing monolayer WSe2.
Continuous-wave (CW) PL, time-resolved PL, and white
light scattering measurements were performed to experimen-

Figure 2. (a) Experimental PL measurement setup. Laser spot size is
approximately equal to the antenna spacing, 700 nm, allowing
individual antennas to be probed at a time. (b) The setup can be
converted to scattering measurement by rotating a beam splitter turret.
The scattering from an entire row of antennas is measured at a time on
a two-dimensional CCD, allowing for the spectrum of each individual
antenna to be determined.

are resonant structures and therefore have a limited bandwidth
at which they can eﬃciently operate, deﬁned by their quality
factor (Q). Ideally, we want an antenna with high radiation
losses and therefore with very low Q, on the order of ∼1. The
slot antenna structure used has a Q of ∼12, as discussed in the
Supporting Information, and therefore has a limited bandwidth
that must be matched to the emission wavelength of WSe2. The
measured devices are from diﬀerent samples whose (A1)
antenna resonances are closely matched to the emission
wavelength of WSe2, (A2) red-shifted from the peak emission,
and (A3) far oﬀ resonance. This was accomplished by changing
the dimensions (width × length × height) of the SiOx slot for
the diﬀerent devices as follows: A1 was 30 nm × 250 nm × 40
nm, A2 was 30 nm × 300 nm × 40 nm, A3 was 30 nm × 300
nm × 32 nm, and the bare sample was 30 nm × 300 nm. These
B
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shape. Regardless, the shape of the PL enhancement follows
very closely to the scattering spectrum for the three devices.
The resonance of A1 overlaps the emission spectra nicely and
has the highest PL enhancement. Device A2 has a scattering
spectrum slightly red-shifted from the emission spectra and
correspondingly its PL is weaker than device A1. Finally, the
resonance wavelength of A3 is very blue-shifted from the
emission spectra which accounts for its much weaker PL
emission.
The scattering spectra of light polarized parallel to the slot
(and therefore parallel to the pump laser) of all three devices is
fairly ﬂat across all wavelengths (see Supporting Information),
indicating a lack of resonant pump enhancement. The eﬀect of
the metal antenna on oﬀ-resonance pump conditions was
simulated using 3D simulations (CST Microwave Studio,
COMSOL) by measuring the local ﬁeld intensity in the WSe2
layer as a function of plane wave excitation wavelength. Because
the laser pump is polarized perpendicular to the antenna
resonance mode, very little enhancement is observed.
Simulations predict a 1.6× pump enhancement for antenna
coupled devices versus bare etched ﬂakes. Similar to the
measured scattering of devices A1−A3, the simulated pumping
is far oﬀ resonance and is very minimally aﬀected by minor
changes in the slot height and length.
With an understanding of the enhanced extraction eﬃciency
and pumping, the last source of PL enhancement is increased
quantum yield. Light emitted per unit area from the bare etched
sample is 2 orders of magnitude weaker than the brightest
unprocessed bare ﬂakes. Unprocessed WSe2 has a quantum
yield of ∼1%,26 which would give the bare etched sample a
quantum yield closer to 1e-4. This signiﬁes that the edges
exposed during the etch process signiﬁcantly increase the
nonradiative recombination rates as previously reported.35
Since the same etching process is used for all samples, this
pins the total recombination rate of all the devices at the same
edge-recombination limited rate (∼1 ps measured by streak
camera; see Supporting Information). Edge passivation or
heterojunction cladding could potentially increase the quantum
yield of future devices,38,39 but for this study, the edges are left
unpassivated so that an increase in quantum yield is a measure
of the enhanced spontaneous emission rate. Since only the
dipole moments in the WSe2 oriented perpendicular to the slot
long-axis will couple to the antenna, increased quantum yield is
only caused by a spontaneous emission rate increase in half the
total dipoles in the material.
Combining the factors for increased collection eﬃciency,
enhanced pumping, and the contribution of only half the dipole
moments in the material gives a total adjustment factor of 2.2×.
The increased PL emission from the antenna-coupled devices
therefore corresponds to an estimated rate increase of 318×,
86×, and 21× for devices A1, A2, and A3, respectively. This
huge increase in spontaneous emission makes the overall
quantum yield of our best devices comparable to unprocessed
monolayers.
The simulated enhancement provided by the cavity-backed
slot antenna into the far-ﬁeld is 420× with an antenna eﬃciency
of 54%, although the enhancement is highly dependent on the
exact width of the slot (see Supporting Information). The
slightly lower rate enhancements observed experimentally can
be explained by a mismatch between antenna resonance and PL
spectrum, small deviations in the slot width from the 30 nm
simulated, and decreased antenna eﬃciency from less than ideal
silver quality. Using a simple circuit model, we can estimate that

Figure 3. (a) Raw number of photons per second collected for devices
A1 (blue), A2 (green), and A3 (orange) compared to a bare (black)
etched WSe2 monolayer. (b) Enhanced PL from three antennacoupled devices calculated by taking the ratio of the results in (a) by
the emission from a bare etched mononlayer. The shaded gray curve
shows the PL spectrum of the bare monolayer.

three devices exhibit a raw PL enhancement compared to the
bare sample averaged over the full optical spectrum of 700×,
190×, and 47×, respectively. This large increase in PL can be
attributed to three factors: enhanced collection eﬃciency,
enhanced pumping, and enhanced quantum yield due to an
increased spontaneous emission rate. To determine the
diﬀerence in collection eﬃciency between the bare and
antenna-coupled devices, 3D time domain simulations (CST
Microwave Studio) were performed to calculate their far-ﬁeld
emission patterns. Simulations show bare etched samples have a
collection eﬃciency into a NA = 0.8 objective of 17.2%
compared to 48% for an antenna-coupled device. The antenna
therefore provides a 2.8× increase in collection eﬃciency.
To remove the possibility of large pump enhancements,
scattering measurements are used to ensure the antenna
resonance is close to the emission wavelength and far from the
pump wavelength. The same optical setup, shown in Figure 2,
is used to measure scattering and PL (see Methods). Figure 4

Figure 4. Measured scattering spectra of three diﬀerent antennas with
light polarized perpendicular to the slot. Normalized PL enhancement
is plotted as colored squares. The full-width half-maximum of the bare
PL spectrum is highlighted in blue.

shows the scattering intensity of light polarized in the antenna
polarization compared to the normalized PL enhancement for
each antenna. Although the scattering is spatially ﬁltered with a
narrow slit, the scattering from neighboring antennas is not
completely eliminated due to the close 700 nm spacing of each
antenna. The scattering can therefore only give us a qualitative
measurement of the antenna resonance frequency and spectral
C
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even a small ∼6% drop in antenna eﬃciency from nonideal
silver quality can drop the maximum expected rate enhancement to 318× (see Supporting Information).
In conclusion, we have demonstrated an etched nanostrip of
monolayer WSe2 coupled to a silver cavity-backed slot antenna.
PL enhancements up to 700× from nonresonantly pumped
structures were measured with estimated spontaneous emission
rate enhancements as high as 318×. Future work to passivate or
clad the detrimental edges could increase the quantum yield of
the device to near unity. Such an ultrafast and eﬃcient
nanoscale semiconductor emitter is an ideal choice for future
directly modulated nanoscale light sources. This new class of
nanoemitter would have signiﬁcant impacts on short-range
communication and nanoscale sensing by enabling modulation
rates and power eﬃciencies unobtainable in traditional lightemitting devices.
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METHODS

Devices are fabricated by ﬁrst mechanically exfoliating WSe2
ﬂakes onto a 260 nm thick Si/SiO2 substrate and transferring
them onto a disposable carrier substrate. A 40 nm thick SiOx
layer is then deposited followed by a thin chrome hardmask
that is patterned to deﬁne the width and length of the dielectric
slot. The chrome masks the SiOx in an SF6-based reactive ion
etch that also etches through the WSe2 monolayer below and
deﬁnes the slot. For antenna-coupled devices, the slot is
covered in a blanket silver evaporation. This step is skipped for
bare reference devices. The whole chip is then bonded to a
glass carrier wafer with UV epoxy and the carrier substrate is
completely removed to allow for topside collection and
eliminate light trapping eﬀects. The ﬁnal structure, shown in
Figure 1a, consists of a 50 nm deep slot 30 nm wide and 250
nm long in a silver plane. At the very top of the slot is the
etched WSe2 active region. The entire structure is coated with
an Al2O3 layer to prevent silver oxidation. Detailed fabrication
steps are given in the Supporting Information.
CW PL measurements are performed by generating carriers
in the WSe2 with a 532 nm CW laser polarized parallel to the
slot with a μ-PL microscope system, shown in Figure 2a.
Optical emission is collected with a 0.8 NA 100× objective,
passed through a spectrometer and readout on a Princeton
Instruments liquid nitrogen cooled silicon CCD. The laser spot
size is the same as the antenna pitch, 700 nm, which allows
single devices to be probed. By rotating a beam splitter (BS)
turret in the microscope the system can be conﬁgured for
scattering measurements (Figure 2b). This allows the PL and
scattering response of each individual antenna to be measured
and directly compared. Scattering measurements are performed
by illuminating the dark-ﬁeld illumination ring on the backaperture of the microscope objective with white light. The darkﬁeld illumination ring then focuses the white light onto the
sample at angles larger than the collection angle of the
objective. Specular reﬂection oﬀ of the sample is therefore at
angles too large for the objective to collect and only antennabackscatter at smaller angles can be collected. Collected light is
then focused onto a slit at the input of the spectrometer which
narrows the ﬁeld-of-view to a single line of antennas, as shown
in Figure 2b. The spectrometer disperses the light onto a 2D
CCD so that the intensity of backscatter versus wavelength can
be read-oﬀ for each antenna in the single line.
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