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Abstract: We theoretically investigate the propagation of broadband single-cycle terahertz
(THz) pulses through a medium with a nonlinear optical response. Our model takes into account
non-paraxial effects, self-focusing and diffraction, as well as dispersion, in both the linear and
nonlinear optical regimes. We investigate the contribution of non-instantaneous Kerr-type
nonlinearity to the overall instantaneous and delayed Kerr effect at the THz frequencies. We
show how increasing the nonlinear relaxation time and its dispersion modifies the THz pulse after
the propagation through a transparent medium. We also discuss the effect of linear dispersion on
self-action during the pulse propagation.
© 2020 Optical Society of America under the terms of the OSA Open Access Publishing Agreement

1.

Introduction

Thanks to the recent developments in the terahertz (THz) coherent radiation sources, THz
pulses with higher intensities are becoming routinely accessible [1–3]. These sources have
enabled a range of nonlinear THz time-domain spectroscopy (THz-TDS) techniques where
nonlinear light-matter interactions can be controlled by temporally trapping the generated field
within a single-cycle pulse, and then by coherently releasing the high peak field into the matter.
The broadband coherent spectral content of these pulses is desirable in many imaging and
spectroscopic applications [4,5].
One of the earliest studies on the far-infrared nonlinear interactions was the observation of
the ionization of high-lying Rydberg states in Sodium (Na) Rydberg atoms using half-cycle THz
pulses [6]. Also, self-phase modulation (SPM) due to the nonlinear response of free electrons to
the intense single-cycle THz pulse was reported at the THz frequencies [7]. In [7] the authors
performed a nonlinear THz-TDS experiment in transmission configuration and reported on the
observation of SPM and saturable absorption in an n-doped bulk semiconductor GaAs, resulting
in a 200 fs group delay and 32% increase in transmission, respectively. Other THz-related works
probing the nonlinear optical response have focused on THz-induced carrier multiplication via
impact ionization [8–10] and THz saturable absorption and higher-harmonic generation by hot
electrons [11–16]. For instance, the authors in [11] exposed an n-type bulk GaN semiconductor
to a high-field THz radiation and found coherent emission centered at 2 THz with picosecond
decoherence time. They also confirm that this nonlinear response grows superlinearly with the
field peak value and saturates as the electric field goes beyond a certain value. They associated
this emission with the impurity transitions in the semiconductor material.
Another physical process that can contribute to the third-order nonlinear optical interactions at
THz frequencies is molecular vibrations. Since the time scale of the THz pulse is on the order of
the relaxation constants of molecular vibrations in most solids, a strong nonlinear polarization
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can be produced as a result of coherent oscillation of phonons excited by the THz pulse. Previous
theoretical and experimental studies focusing on the THz frequency range have shown that, by
operating close to the vibrational lattice resonance, one can create a non-instantaneous nonlinear
contribution to the Kerr effect in addition to the instantaneous electronic response, which could
result in an enhancement of the overall Kerr effect by several orders of magnitude [17–19].
However, it is not clear what the share of the delayed response in the strength of the overall
Kerr effect is. The focus of the present study is on the characteristic time scales for different
contributions to the overall Kerr effect during the nonlinear optical interactions at the THz
frequencies. We do so by adopting a model taking into account both contributions of the Kerr
effect corresponding to an instantaneous and retarded third-order nonlinear responses. This
model is similar to the conventional model for the Raman effect in silica fibers [20]. Since
lattice-driven nonlinearities are slower than the electronic responses, they are modelled in a
similar manner to the stimulated Raman scattering (SRS) in silica fiber where there is a long
interaction length with optical pulses resulting in important changes in the optical spectrum
observed at the fiber output.
In order to accurately model the electric field propagation in the THz range, one needs to use
the proper approximations while solving Maxwell’s equations. In the many-cycle regime of
optical pulses where there are several carrier oscillations within the envelope of the pulse, the
slowly varying envelope approximation (SVEA) is valid [21]. The SVEA neglects the second
order spatial derivative of the field in the wave equation and leaves only the first derivative with
respect to the spatial coordinate along the propagation direction. For both ultra-short optical
pulses and broadband THz transients, where the pulse envelope contains only a few optical cycles,
the SVEA is no longer valid and fails to describe the propagation of such pulses [21,22].
In this study, we use a unidirectional pulse propagation equation (UPPE) [23,24] which gives a
seamless transition from Maxwell’s equations to an optical pulse propagation model without
making the SVEA. The UPPE is a non-paraxial version of the Forward Maxwell Equation (FME)
which is itself a paraxial equation. However, both UPPE and FME allow for diffraction in the
transverse plane as well as for modelling space-time focusing [25]. This comprehensive model
helps with building a rich environment in which one can see and account for the impact of
different linear and nonlinear effects on the electric field, as well as on the spatial profile of
the THz field during its propagation. This knowledge can be useful in the interpretation of
THz-TDS measurements, and it can help with estimating the material parameters when comparing
the simulation and experimental results. Both linear and nonlinear propagation effects of a
single-cycle THz pulse are accounted for in our model. To quantify the effect of dispersion on
the induced nonlinearity, we compare two scenarios: an optical pulse propagating inside (i) a
material with strong normal dispersion and (ii) a material with anomalous dispersion.
In section 2, we present the detail of the theoretical propagation model as well as the nonlinear
response model. In section 3, we show the modelling results and discussion. First, we look at the
electric field time profile of the beams and compare the instantaneous and non-instantaneous
contributions to the Kerr effect. Secondly, we study the self-focusing of the beam that arises as a
result of an interplay between linear dispersion and nonlinear effects in the THz regime, and,
finally, we discuss frequency-resolved diffraction of the beam. The conclusion is presented in
section 4.
2.

Theoretical model

The derivation of the UPPE equations has been done in [23,26] using two different approaches
based on the temporal (time-propagated UPPE) and spatial evolution. The spatial coordinate in
the latter is usually chosen as z (z-propagated UPPE). The initial condition for a time-propagated
UPPE is in general the electric and magnetic fields’ amplitudes of a pulse at an initial moment
as functions of spatial coordinate. On the other hand, the initial condition for the z-propagated
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UPPE is the electric and magnetic fields’ amplitudes at a fixed location as functions of time. This
requires a complete knowledge of the total field at all the past and future times, which makes
it hard to implement without simplifying assumptions. Although we use the UPPE solver that
applies the actual time-propagated approach based on a direct integration of Maxwell’s equations,
here we present an intuitive (with approximations) derivation of the other similar approach
(z-propagated UPPE) to be able to introduce the UPPE on the terms that we are interested in.
This procedure has been given in detail in [23,24].
In order to derive the z-propagated UPPE, we start from the most general form of the Maxwell’s
equations. Combining the Maxwell-Ampère and Maxwell-Gauss differential equations, one can
obtain:
ω2 n2 (ω)
E = µ0 (−iωJ − ω2 P).
(1)
∇2 E − ∇(∇ · E) +
c2
Here, E, P and J are space and frequency dependent vectors of the electric field, nonlinear
polarization and current density of free charges, respectively. The third term on the left is a
time convolution of the material permittivity (ω), which is related to the dispersive refractive
index of the material as (ω) = n2 (ω). We then make some assumptions to simplify the problem.
We first assume that the electric field propagates along the z direction, and that it is linearly
polarized along a direction in the transverse plane, perpendicular to the propagation direction (z).
This allows the second term in Eq. (1) to vanish (as long as the beam is not strongly focused).
Also, this work focuses on undoped semiconductors and we are not interested in the separate
contribution of the current in the material response. Therefore, we combine the terms on the
right-hand side of Eq. (1) by using the equivalent of free charge current, which is a time derivative
of the nonlinear polarization. Finally, by projecting Eq. (1) onto the polarization direction, one
can obtain the scalar form:
2
(∂z2 + ∇⊥
) E + k2 (ω) E = −µ0 ω2 P,

(2)

where k(ω) = n(ω) ω/c. By rearranging the above equation and factorizing the forward and
backward propagators, one can obtain [27]



2
∂z + ik(ω) ∂z − ik(ω) E = −∇⊥
E − µ0 ω2 P.
(3)
The general solution to this equation under the assumption that there is no diffraction in the
2 E) and no nonlinear polarization (P) consists of a forward and a backward
transverse plane (∇⊥
propagating field
E = E+ exp (ik(ω)z) + E− exp (−ik(ω)z).
(4)
FME is obtained by assuming that the forward-propagating part is dominant (|E+ | >> |E− |):

2 
k⊥
∂E
µ0 ω 2
= i k(ω) −
E+i
P.
(5)
∂z
2k(ω)
2k(ω)
In the above equation, there is an inherent assumption that the transverse components of the
wavevector are negligible in comparison to the longitudinal components.
2.1.

Non-paraxial regime

In general, the condition |k| >> |k⊥ | used in the FME given by Eq. (5) represents a fair
approximation, especially for the visible and near-infrared ranges. However, in THz frequency
range, where the propagating pulse contains a wide-band spectrum, meaning that the spectral
pulse width and the central wavenumber are comparable, this condition is often not valid. Hence,
in order to get a more accurate picture of the THz beam focusing, it is desirable to go back to
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the non-paraxial regime where the extent of the angular spectrum of the field is non-negligible
compared to the wavenumber of the beam along the propagation axis [28,29]. With this in mind,
we take Eq. (2) and rewrite it in a more general form:


2
∂z2 + [k2 (ω) − k⊥
] E = −µ0 ω2 P.
(6)
Following the procedure similar to that used for deriving Eqs. (3)–(5), the UPPE with no paraxial
approximations can be obtained:
q
∂E
µ0 ω 2
2 E+i
= i k2 (ω) − k⊥
P.
q
∂z
2
2 k2 (ω) − k⊥

(7)

This is a more general version of the UPPE called z-propagated UPPE [23]. The first term on
the right-hand side represents the dispersion and frequency-dependent diffraction, while the
nonlinear polarization is accounted for in the second term.
2.2.

Nonlinear response modelling

Let us consider the propagation of a broadband THz pulse in a nonlinear optical material. The
induced polarization can be represented as the sum of the linear and nonlinear contributions.
The nonlinear polarization can be related to the electric field E(t) and to the time-dependent
susceptibility as [20]
∫
P(t) = 0 χ0(3) E(t)

g(t − t 0) E2 (t 0) dt 0.

(8)

Here χ0(3) is a scaling factor, and g(t) is the response function given by
g(t) = α δ(t) + (1 − α) gR (t).

(9)

The first term in Eq. (9) describes the instantaneous Kerr effect, while the second term describes
the delayed Raman effect, modeled by a single Lorentzian function, centered at the phonon
resonance frequency
ωR2
gR (ω) = 2
.
(10)
ωR + 2i ω δR − ω2
Here ωR is the angular frequency of the phonon resonance and δR is the resonance linewidth.
The parameter α (0 ≤ α ≤ 1) in Eq. (9) determines the ratio of the Kerr susceptibility to the
overall susceptibility including both Kerr and Raman effects. In other words,
α=

g(t) − gR (t)
.
δ(t) − gR (t)

(11)

By setting α to 1, one can eliminate any delayed response and observe the instantaneous Kerr
response alone, while α = 0 gives the delayed Kerr response, only. Using Eqs. (8) and (9), we
can study the impact of the parameter α, describing the role of vibrational modes in the overall
nonlinear response, on the induced polarization and the transmitted THz pulse. Also, in order to
obtain the Raman response function (gR (ω)), we take the reported values for the linear refractive
indices (see Fig. 1) and absorption coefficient of the materials at the THz frequencies, and we
calculate the χ(3) dispersion using the two-level atom approximation [21]. In such a way, we
obtain the material-specific response time (1/δR ) and phonon resonance frequency (ωR ) from the
χ(3) dispersion curve, and we plug them into Eq. (10).
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Fig. 1. Group velocity dispersion curves for (a) silicon and (b) ZnSe materials calculated
from [31] and [32], respectively. The inset shows the GVD in the frequency range of interest.
The GVD value of ZnSe is 200 times larger compared to the GVD in Si at that frequency
range.

3.

Results and discussion

We use the gUPPEcore package [30] to solve UPPE describing the propagation of a THz pulse
within a dielectric material. In order to be consistent with most of the practical THz pulses, we
set the spectral range of our input pulse between 0 and 3 THz. For the simulations, we have
included both the linear and nonlinear instantaneous and Lorentz-dispersive effects. Also, we
work in a non-paraxial regime, and there is no SVEA. We let the beam propagate through two
different materials having linear optical properties of two broadly used semiconductors: silicon
(Si) and zinc selenide (ZnSe), and we compare the results. The reason behind this material
selection is the totally different linear dispersions of the two materials in the frequency range
of interest. Group velocity dispersion (GVD) of both materials is given in Fig. 1. Si shows a
weak anomalous GVD in the operation frequency range (0-3.5 THz) [31], while ZnSe exhibits a
normal GVD in the same frequency range, together with a strong phonon resonance at ∼ 6.6
THz [32]. In the following, we systematically study the influence of different mechanisms on the
temporal, spatial and spectral profile of the propagating THz pulse.
3.1.

THz electric field

We studied the transition of light-matter interaction from the linear (n2 = 0) to an arbitrarily high
nonlinear regime (n2 = 1 × 10−15 m2 /W) for different strengths of the Raman effect, described
by the parameter α. For the nonlinear study, we first set α to 1 to consider the instantaneous
Kerr contribution only. After that, we set α to 0.9 to add a small contribution from the Raman
(non-instantaneous) effect. The intensity of the input pulse was set to I = 1 × 1013 W/m2 , while
the thicknesses of both samples were set equally to 2 cm. Also, the input pulse duration was set
to τ = 0.5 ps, and the initial beam waist was w0 = 1.5 cm. The temporal profiles of the input
THz electric field after its propagation through the two different samples are shown in Fig. 2.
For Si (Fig. 2(a)), the pulse affected by the instantaneous Kerr effect experiences around 3.4 ps
time delay due to the refractive index change of at least ∆n = n2 I = 0.01. Moreover, the Raman
contribution introduces an additional time shift to the propagating pulse affected by the Kerr
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nonlinearity. This time shift becomes slightly larger when the response time of the phonons
changes from 10 to 100 fs (solid violet line in Fig. 2(a)). The phonon resonance frequency of Si
is set to 3 THz. On the other hand, the phonon resonance of ZnSe is calculated to be at 6.6 THz
with a linewidth of 1 THz, which gives a response time of 1 ps. As shown in Fig. 2(b), pulses
affected by Kerr and Kerr+Raman effects experience 240 fs and 500 fs time shifts, respectively.
Since there is a strong dispersion associated with ZnSe, the time delays in this case are smaller
compared to the time delays of the pulses in Si.

Fig. 2. Propagation of the THz pulse in (a) Si. The linear (solid light blue curve) arrives
the first. The THz pulse propagated in the Kerr medium (dashed green line) arrives with
a time delay of 3.4 ps. Finally, the THz pulses propagated in the Kerr+Raman medium
(dotted blue and solid violet lines) arrive one after another with a time delay of ≈ 5 ps. (b)
shows the pulse propagation in ZnSe. Again, the linear (solid light blue curve) arrives the
first. The THz pulse propagated in the Kerr medium (dashed green line) arrives with a time
delay of 240 fs. Finally, the THz pulse propagated in the Kerr+Raman medium (dash-dotted
violet line) arrives with a time delay of ≈ 500 fs. The inset in Fig. 2(a) shows the initial THz
electric field.

3.2.

Self-focusing

Self-focusing, which is the spatial analog of self-phase modulation (SPM), depends on the linear
dispersion during the propagation of an optical pulse in a material. It is, therefore, necessary
to consider the combined effects of SPM and GVD on the pulse evolution. It can be shown
that a medium with a normal GVD introduces a time broadening to the propagating pulse,
while the pulse broadening is less pronounced in a medium with an anomalous GVD, whereby
optical soliton propagation is possible [33]. This could be understood by looking at the effect of
dispersion on the newly generated frequencies due to the SPM, in the two different dispersion
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regimes. In the normal dispersion regime, the lower frequencies generated at the leading edge
tend to travel faster than the higher frequency components at the trailing edge of the pulse, hence,
SPM leads to enhanced rate of broadening of the pulse. However, in the anomalous dispersion
regime, trailing edge of the pulse travels faster than the leading edge which results in the much
smaller rate of the pulse broadening than expected in the absence of SPM. We have studied the
effect of GVD on the self-focusing of THz pulses in the two materials with different GVDs.
Figures 3 and 4 show the intensity distribution of the THz field in Si and ZnSe, respectively. The
subplots show the pulses at the beginning, at the middle, and at the end of the sample (left to
right) and under different polarization models of linear, Kerr and Kerr+Raman (top to bottom).
It is shown in Fig. 3 that, during the nonlinear propagation (second and third rows), the initial
spatial Gaussian profile of the pulse does not remain Gaussian in Si and breaks up into a strong
self-focused trailing peak and a weak leading pulse. However, this is not the case with ZnSe
material (See Fig. 4). In ZnSe, due to the 200 times stronger GVD parameter, the bending of
spatio-temporal profile does not occur. In other words, normal dispersion compensates for the
nonlinear refraction, inhibiting the self-focusing effect. The described interplay of SPM and GVD
can be quantified by taking the ratio of the dispersion length to the nonlinear length: LD /LNL [33].
This ratio governs the relative importance of GVD and SPM effects during the pulse propagation.
If this ratio is much greater than one, SPM dominates, otherwise, GVD dominates. Here, we
calculate LD /LNL for both Si and ZnSe to be able to see the relative strength of GVD over SPM
in the two samples. The dispersion length (LD ) can be defined as the length at which the effective
pulse width increases by a certain factor, and is related to the GVD parameter as
LD =

τ2
.
| β2 |

Fig. 3. Intensity distribution of the THz field at different propagation distances (left to
right) in Si. Figures 3(a)–3(c) assume a linear propagation, Figs. 3(d)–3(f) show the results
of Kerr effect (no Raman effect), and Figs. 3(g)–3(i) give the intensity distribution for the
combined Kerr+Raman effect (α = 0.9) during the pulse propagation. The pulse is delayed
by ∆t1 = 3.4 ps due to the Kerr effect. This amount of time shift is a result of an overall
refractive index change of at least ∆n = n2 I = 0.01. Kerr+Raman contribution introduces a
larger time shift of ∆t2 = 5 ps.

(12)
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Here, τ = 0.5 ps is the initial time duration of the pulse, and β2 is the GVD parameter (in s2 /m).
The nonlinear length (LNL ) is the effective propagation length at which the acquired nonlinear
phase shift of the pulse is one radian. It depends on the peak power P of the pulse as
LNL =

1
,
γP

(13)

where γ is the nonlinear coefficient, defined as [33]
γ=

n2 ω0
.
c Aeff

(14)

Here n2 is the nonlinear refractive index, c is the speed of light in vacuum and Aeff is the
effective mode area, which in our case is Aeff = 7.07 × 10−4 m2 . The peak power of the pulse
is P = 7.07 × 109 W. We calculated γ to be 3 × 10−8 (Wm)−1 at the central frequency 1 THz.
Si /LSi ≈ 520.
Therefore, for Si we get the ratio of the dispersion to the nonlinear lengths to be LD
NL
ZnSe
ZnSe
The same calculation for ZnSe yields LD /LNL ≈ 1. This explains why self-focusing does not
occur in ZnSe (Fig. 4): due to the larger contribution from GVD.

Fig. 4. Intensity distribution of the THz field at different propagation distances (left to
right) in ZnSe. Figures 4(a)–4(c) assume a linear propagation, Figs. 4(d)–4(f) show the
results of Kerr effect (no Raman effect), and Figs. 4(g)–4(i) gives the intensity distribution
for the combined Kerr+Raman effect during the pulse propagation. The amount of time
shift introduced by Kerr+Raman effect is twice as large as the time shift introduced by pure
Kerr effect.

3.3.

Diffraction and spectral broadening

Due to the super-long wavelength regime of THz radiation, it is more diffractive than optical or
near-infrared radiation. We take a closer look at the diffraction of the beam and see how linear
and nonlinear behaviour of the material can modify its diffraction pattern. Figure 5 shows the
diffraction of the spectral components of the THz beam in Si in arbitrary logarithmic units.
Higher frequency components naturally tend to localize closer to the beam axis than the
lower frequency components (see the outward curvature of the spectral distribution). Spectral
broadening due to SPM is also shown in the same figure. One can see that, except for the linear
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Fig. 5. Intensity distribution (logarithmic units) of THz spectral power at different
propagation distances (left to right) in Si. Spatio-spectral plots visualize the spectral
broadening/shrinking of the pulse as well as the diffraction effects. First row (Figs. 5(a)–5(c))
assumes a linear propagation. Second row (Figs. 5(d)–5(f)) shows the results of Kerr
effect (no Raman effect), and third row (Figs. 5(g)–5(i)) gives the results for the combined
Kerr+Raman effects. No significant changes are observed when replacing 10% of the Kerr
contribution by a Raman effect.

case (Figs. 5(a)–5(c)), there is a strong spectral broadening occurring as a result of the nonzero
third-order susceptibility. Moreover, by comparing the second and third rows of Fig. 5, we
note that although Kerr strength in the third row is 10% less than the second row, Raman has
substituted the missing Kerr effect to reproduce the same amount of spectral broadening. Thus,
Raman effect contributes equally to the frequency generation as the Kerr effect. This spectral
broadening is more pronounced for quasi-longitudinal rays compared to the off-axis rays located
far from the beam axis.
Figure 6 shows the spectral power of the transverse components of the THz beam in ZnSe
in arbitrary logarithmic units. In this case, linear absorption strongly suppresses the higher
frequency portion of the spectrum. As mentioned in the previous part, the efficiency of SPM is
low due to the strong normal GVD of the ZnSe in this range. Spectral broadening still occurs,
but it is less effective than that acquired by the beam in Si. For each plot in the same row, it is
seen that the spectrum shrinks as the beam moves forward. Also, unlike the linear case, Kerr and
Kerr+Raman propagations demonstrate some spectral broadening which is considerably less
efficient than the broadening of the spectrum in Si. Moreover, spectral broadening is the same for
the Kerr and Kerr+Raman effects, which implies the equal contribution of Raman effect and
spontaneous Kerr effect to the spectral broadening.
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Fig. 6. Intensity distribution (logarithmic units) of THz spectral power at different
propagation distances (left to right) in ZnSe. Spatio-spectral plots visualize the spectral
broadening/shrinking of the pulse as well as the diffraction effects. First row (Figs. 6(a)–6(c))
assumes a linear propagation. Unlike Si (results shown in Fig. 5), linear absorption strongly
suppresses the higher frequency portion of the spectrum. Second row (Figs. 6(d)–6(f))
shows the results of Kerr effect (no Raman effect), and third row (Figs. 6(g)–6(i)) gives the
results for the combined Kerr+Raman effects. No significant changes are observed when
replacing 10% of the Kerr contribution by a Raman effect.

4.

Conclusion

Nonlinear THz spectroscopy and coherent control of the vibrational states of an arrangement
of atoms or molecules in different crystalline structures is an evolving field waiting for more
efficient and more accurate modelling techniques to better understand light-matter interaction
at the THz frequencies. Also, finding some promising materials that show highly nonlinear
behaviour in the THz frequency range seems to be an emerging quest. We presented a model of
THz pulse propagation with the emphasis on some of the unique properties of low frequency THz
beams, such as non-paraxiality, as well as the single-cycle regime of the pulse. We verified that
there is a strong role played by the phonon contribution to the overall Kerr-type THz nonlinear
optical interactions. This model helps with the extraction of n2 values during the interpretation
of nonlinear THz-TDS measurements. It also helps with finding highly nonlinear solids that
show high n2 levels due to the proximity of their phonon responses at the THz frequencies.
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