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Bidirectionally injection-locked coupled microring GaN lasers
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Coherent high-quality laser sources are important for a variety of photonic devices and applications, yet
they are especially challenging for high-power semiconductor lasers, because high-power and single-mode
lasing present conflicting requirements; high power drives nonlinear processes causing multimode lasing
and instabilities. Here, we present a distributed feedback (DFB) microring laser coupled to a uniform ring,
which displays single-mode lasing up to 10 times the threshold value. This is the first microring DFB laser
in gallium nitride (GaN) and the first monolithic coupled microring GaN lasers. Our work paves the way
for future designs of high-quality high-power coupled lasers for applications, such as topological lasers,
high-power monolithic frequency combs, optical clocks, gyros, sensing, and quantum systems.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Microring resonators, both passive and active (lasers),
are growing in importance as a key component for opti-
cal integrated circuit platforms [1,2]. Specifically, recently
developed fabrication processes are able to achieve
ultrahigh-quality-factor (UHQ) resonators with Q factors
in the range of 107 − 108 [3–7]. These UHQ resonators
open a way for a new domain of applications thanks to
their increased ability to store high light intensities with
a low-power input source, and to store light for a long
duration, thus enhancing the efficiency of sensing and
nonlinear effects. These devices have been proposed and
demonstrated to generate compact frequency combs [8,9],
atomic clocks [10], quantum sensors and qubits [11,12],
ultranarrow-linewidth lasers [6,13,14], optical gyroscopes
[14–17], and many more applications.

To construct a UHQ resonator, one must minimize the
losses in the resonator. This is usually achieved by decreas-
ing the optical losses through surface treatment, and by
reducing the bending losses by increasing the resonator’s
size. This comes at a price: the increased size makes
these resonators support many longitudinal modes. For
active systems, such as lasers, this is a major caveat as it
sets a very tight trade-off between single-mode lasing and
high-power lasing.

Here, we propose and demonstrate a system based on
coupled microring lasers that offers an active scalable
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on-chip system for UHQ applications. Our system con-
sists of a distributed feedback (DFB) microring laser that
provides a highly coherent seed, monolithically coupled to
an ordinary (smooth waveguide) multimode high-Q-factor
microring laser. We specifically demonstrate experimen-
tally our system in GaN, which lases in the blue and
violet frequency regimes. Our results show that the cou-
pled system maintains single-mode lasing up to 10 times
the threshold pumping, exceeding the performance of the
stand-alone DFB microring, which turns multimode at 4
times the threshold. The key feature that leads to the supe-
rior result we present is the fact that the two coupled rings
are bidirectionally injection locking each other [18].

The ordinary ring, which normally displays multimode
lasing, is forced into single-mode lasing by coupling to the
DFB ring laser, and injection locks the DFB laser, thereby
enhancing the single-mode lasing of the entire coupled
system high above threshold. This work is the first demon-
stration of a monolithic coupled microring laser system in
GaN. Our system offers a scheme for scaling up with multi-
ple emitters coupled to the DFB laser, yielding a chip-scale
coherent high-power light source in the blue wavelength
region emitted from a chip. Thus, our system could be used
as the building block in constructing topological insulator
laser arrays [19–25]. Using a DFB in arrays of semicon-
ductor lasers would yield an additional asset, by locking
all the emitters into the single frequency of the DFB laser.
In topological insulator laser arrays, the topological edge
mode is immune to defects and disorder caused in the fabri-
cation process, and is not affected by scaling up the system
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to a large number of lasers simultaneously emitting high-
power coherent light. Thus, the work presented here serves
as the building block of a future topological array of GaN
lasers.

II. EXPERIMENTS

A. DFB microring lasers

Consider first the microring DFB laser. To achieve
single-mode lasing in microring lasers, one can intro-
duce a periodic perturbation in the refractive index (or
in the gain) along the ring waveguide as in conventional
edge-emitting DFB lasers [26,27]. We employ the method
demonstrated in GaAs-based microring lasers by Arbabi
et al. [27]: the periodic grating is engraved on the inner
sidewall of the waveguide as shown in Fig. 1(a). Note that,
in our system, a second-order grating with a large pitch is
implemented to accurately transfer the grating pattern to
the waveguide. Furthermore, the second-order DFB laser
exhibits two modes, which correspond to the band-edge
modes in a one-dimensional photonic crystal (formed due
to the periodic refractive index modulation). One of these
modes is supported by the grating as a lasing mode, while
the other is suppressed due to its higher radiation loss.
Thus, intrinsically, the ring with the second-order DFB
exhibits single-mode lasing. In our samples, a waveguide
of 600-nm width is modulated sinusoidally with an ampli-
tude of 120 nm. The coupling coefficient (κ) of the Bragg
reflection in this structure is estimated as 39.2 cm−1 by a
finite-element method utilizing COMSOL Multiphysics.

The GaN-based epitaxial structure, composed of GaN,
(In,Ga)N, and (Al,Ga)N layers, as shown in Fig. 1(b), is
grown on the freestanding GaN bulk substrate by metalor-
ganic chemical vapor deposition (MOCVD). To pattern the
ring structure, a SiO2 thin film is deposited by MOCVD
on top of the GaN epitaxial layers, and then an elec-
tron beam resist (ma-N 2400) is coated on top. The ring
pattern is imprinted using electron beam lithography and
transferred onto the SiO2 film (which serves as a hard
mask) and GaN structure by using reactive ion etching
with CHF3-O2 and Cl2-SiCl4 gas, respectively. To enhance
the coupling between the light localized at the active layer
and the grating structure, the GaN epitaxial structure is
etched down to the n-side cladding layer. The photolu-
minescence spectra of the fabricated samples are shown
in Figs. 1(c) and 1(d). Without any grating, the micror-
ing laser displays at least five longitudinal modes [see, for
example, the spectrum shown in Fig. 1(c)]. Introducing
the proper gratings changes the lasing spectrum dramati-
cally: as shown in Fig. 1(c), the microring laser displays a
single lasing mode, and the lasing wavelength is selected
by the grating period. Note that introducing the highly
selective grating may shift the lasing wavelength consid-
erably, as shown in Figs. 1(c) and 1(d). Note that the
single-mode suppression ratio for our DFB microring laser
is 22 dB. This is because the spontaneous emissions and
lasing emissions are collected simultaneously in our sys-
tem, and the other suppressed longitudinal modes are no
longer observable, as they are buried in the spontaneous
emission.

(d)

(c)(b)

(a)

FIG. 1. (a) Scanning electron microscopy images of the DFB ring laser. (b) Epitaxial structure of the GaN microring lasers. (c)
Typical lasing spectrum of the ordinary microring laser without grating and the DFB microring laser. Our microring laser has eight
longitudinal modes due to the large size of the ring. (d) Controlling the lasing spectra of various DFB ring lasers with various grating
periods p.
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(c)
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FIG. 2. (a) Schematics of the coupled microring system. Dashed lines represent the grating integrated in the microring waveguides.
(b) Measurement setup. Red lines indicate the pump beam and blue lines indicate the propagation of the light emitted from the coupled
system. The optics for controlling the pump intensity for coupled rings is shown in the inset. (c) Optical microscope images of the
pump beam (left) and coupled microrings without (middle) and with (right) the pump beam.

B. Coupled microring lasers

Next, we construct the coupled microring system. We
fabricate two coupled microring lasers: one with a grating
and the other without. Figure 2(a) shows the schematics
of the coupled microring system comprised of the multi-
mode (left) and the single-mode DFB (right) lasers. Owing
to the short lasing wavelength in GaN-based semicon-
ductor lasers and the strong confinement of the light, we
find that the coupling is weak. Consequently, we fabricate
racetrack-shaped waveguides, with long parallel regions to
get significant coupling between the structures. However,
in a racetrack resonator, we do not fabricate a grating all
around the cavity, since it is difficult to precisely match
the operating wavelength between the straight and curved
sections of the waveguide due to the difference in the effec-
tive index. We therefore fabricate the gratings in the four
curved sections of the racetrack waveguide, as shown in
Fig. 2(a). This allows the coupling strength to be controlled
by adjusting the coupling length (the straight regions of the
racetracks) and the separation between microrings (around
30 nm). Moreover, if the gratings were introduced in the
straight sections, opposing gratings would be optically
coupled, causing undesired reflections that could lead to
multimode lasing.

We experimentally evaluate the performance of our cou-
pled system in terms of lasing spectrum and power. We
measure the lasing spectra while controlling the pump-
ing intensities of the two rings individually as illustrated

in Fig. 2(b). The pump laser is a Nd:YAG laser with an
operating wavelength of 355 nm, a pulse width of less
than 15 ns, and a repetition rate of 10 kHz. The pump
beam is structured as a square-like beam of 75 μm per
side with a uniform intensity profile. This is done by the
beam-shaping optics consisting of a beam expander and
an optical mask. The control over the intensities of the
pump beams is achieved by splitting the pump beam using
a polarizing beam splitter (PBS) into two beams, one hor-
izontally polarized and the other vertically polarized, and
each is set to illuminate a different ring. Two branches of
the beam are slightly overlapped to prevent an unpumped
region. The resulting beam profiles and coupled micror-
ing system are shown in Fig. 2(c). In the microscope
image in the middle of Fig. 2(c), the normal ring and the
DFB ring are indistinguishable, but when the rings are
pumped, as in the left of Fig. 2(c), the two become dis-
tinguishable because light is strongly scattered upwards
in the DFB ring due to fabrication imperfections in the
grating. The beam-splitting ratio can be adjusted continu-
ously by rotating the polarization with a half-wavelength
plate (HWP) before the PBS, and in combination with
a variable attenuator (VA), the pump intensity for the
two rings can be controlled independently [see inset in
Fig. 2(b)]. The emission from the sample is collected by
the objective, imaged onto a charge-coupled device (CCD)
camera, and focused onto the optical fiber connected to a
spectrometer.
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(b) (c)(a)

FIG. 3. Typical lasing spectra for (a) a single DFB ring, (b) a free-running uniform multimode ring, and (c) our system consisting of
the DFB ring and a uniform ring. The dashed lines indicate the peak wavelength of the single DFB ring. The lasing wavelength of our
coupled system is almost the same as the single DFB ring (dashed red line), with a very slight difference within fabrication tolerances.

We pump the two rings at various intensities, up to 3–4
times above the lasing threshold (the maximum pump-
ing intensity depends on the damage threshold of each
sample), measure the emitted power and the lasing spectra,
and count the number of peaks in the lasing spectra. Fig-
ures 3(a)–(c) show an example of the spectrum of a DFB
laser, a free-running uniform ring, and the spectrum emit-
ted by the coupled microrings, respectively. Note that the
coupling of the DFB to the uniform ring not only yields
single-mode lasing [Fig. 3(c)], but also shifts the spectrum
of the uniform ring [Fig. 3(b)] from being centered around
423 nm to the wavelength selected by the grating.

Subsequently, to obtain a deeper analysis of the coupled
microring system, we map the single- and multimode las-
ing states for various pumping intensities of the left and
right rings. Here, we compare various coupled microring
systems with the same free spectral range (same cav-
ity length) but with different coupling strengths (different
spacing between rings), in order to evaluate the single-
mode nature of the systems, i.e., to make a fair com-
parison between the lasing mode and the suppression of
all other modes. The results for coupled microring lasers
with different spacings between the two rings are shown in
Fig. 4.

In the sample with the spacing of 500 nm, the two
rings are far apart and do not interact with each other.
Since the uniform ring is not coupled to the DFB ring, it
exhibits a multimode spectrum when pumped above the
threshold. On the other hand, the DFB ring exhibits single-
mode lasing, but once the uniform ring is also pumped
above the threshold, the spectra of the emission from both
rings (monitored simultaneously) are multimode. In other
words, a single-mode spectrum can be observed only in
the region where the pump intensity of the uniform ring is
below the threshold [the region on the left of the dashed
line in Fig. 4(a)]. When the rings are fabricated at closer
proximity such that they are evanescently coupled, the
spectrum changes dramatically. Specifically, in the sample

with the spacing of 40 nm, we observe single-mode las-
ing emitted from the coupled rings when pumped above
the threshold level of the uniform ring. This indicates that
the uniform ring is put into the lasing mode of the DFB
ring due to injection locking, and this enhances the single-
mode operation due to the bidirectionality of the locking.
The overall power emitted from the system is increased by
the additional power arising from the uniform ring, while
the beam quality of the DFB ring is maintained. More-
over, in the case where the rings are fabricated to be even
closer (30 nm), the region of single-mode lasing is fur-
ther expanded. Thus, by increasing the coupling strength,
one can achieve an even greater effect, since the single-
mode lasing is maintained even when the ordinary ring is
pumped to a considerably higher output power.

Finally, the samples are characterized in the higher
power range further above the threshold. Figures 4(d) and
4(e) show the lasing characteristics of the single DFB laser
and the coupled microring configuration (both rings are
evenly pumped), in terms of intensity and number of the
lasing modes. In these experiments, we restrict the pump-
ing ratio to each ring to 50:50, because prolonged exposure
by a high-power pump beam degrades the samples. Com-
paring the two systems, the coupled system can provide
single-mode lasing at output power levels 3.8 times higher
than the single DFB. Interestingly, we find that, in this
regime of coupling, when the DFB is pumped much more
strongly than the uniform ring [left side of Fig. 4(c)], the
coupled system has two modes. When the uniform ring is
pumped more strongly, the coupled system emits a single
mode and remains single-mode up to 10 times above the
threshold [Fig. 4(e)].

In examining the lasing spectrum of our coupled system,
we also notice that the shape of the blank region, where
both rings are not lasing, changes significantly when we
vary the coupling strength between the rings [in Figs. 4(b)
and 4(c)]. This is due to the effect of an exceptional point
singularity which changes the lasing threshold of the entire
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(b) (c)

(d) (e)

(a)

FIG. 4. (a)–(c) Number of lasing modes as a function of pumping intensities of the ordinary uniform ring (Puni) and the DFB ring
(PDFB). The measurements are performed for samples with the spacing between rings of (a) 500 nm, (b) 40 nm, and (c) 30 nm. Gray
dashed lines indicate the lasing threshold of the uniform ring. The upper right inset of (a) shows what takes place in the measurement
while pumping at various powers for each ring. (d),(e) Output power and number of lasing modes versus pump power for (d) the single
DFB ring and (e) the coupled system. The plots of the number of modes in (d),(e) correspond to the cross-sectional views of the color
map sliced by the red dashed lines in (a),(c), respectively. The lasing thresholds (Pth) of the single DFB and the coupled system are
similar at 0.76 and 0.97 mW, respectively.

system when the gain contrast between the two rings is
large [28,29].

III. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we demonstrate a monolithic semicon-
ductor coupled microring system in GaN. We show that,
by employing the single-mode DFB laser as a seed source
and coupling it to a multimode uniform ring laser, the out-
put from the entire system is similar to the sum of the
power emitted from the DFB and the uniform ring when
pumped individually, while single-mode lasing is main-
tained. The stability of the single-mode lasing is ensured
by injection locking that forces the entire system into the
DFB mode. Our work paves the way to large-scale ring
laser arrays with a large amplification effect, for exam-
ple, by using a topological insulator laser scheme [18–24]
to further extend the robustness of the system. Moreover,
this method could also be used in high-Q applications
such as high-power sensors (gyros, magnetic fields, time,
frequency, etc.), frequency combs, and narrow-linewidth
high-power platforms. One of the challenges for the future
is to develop practical devices, which would have to

be electrically pumped. In GaN-based systems, current-
injection microdisk lasers have already been demonstrated
[30–32], hence we expect that our system can be transi-
tioned to a current-injection system by a similar device
process.
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