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Incoherent optical spatial solitons are self-trapped beams with a multimodal structure that varies randomly in time. They form when
their diffraction-broadening, which is governed by their spatial correlations, is balanced by nonlinear interaction between the waves
and the medium, resulting in the stationary propagation of the time-averaged intensity structure of the beam. The experimental
observation of incoherent solitons has opened up exciting new avenues in soliton science. However, all incoherent spatial solitons
observed to date have been supported by nonlinearities with a slow response time, t, that is much longer than the characteristic
fluctuation time of the beam, tc� t. Here, we demonstrate incoherent solitons in effectively instantaneous nonlocal nonlinear
media where t� tc. These solitons exhibit fundamentally new features (for example, propagation at random trajectories), and
can be created in various optically nonlinear media, as well as in other fields where the nonlinearity is nonlocal and very fast.

Incoherent beams are multimode entities whose structures vary
randomly in time. They are characterized by their correlation
function, which governs their diffraction properties. Such a beam
can self-trap, forming an incoherent spatial soliton, when its
fluctuating structure induces a non-fragmented waveguide that
guides the beam within it, robustly balancing its diffraction-
broadening1. Such a mechanism was demonstrated in 1996 with
solitons made of quasi-monochromatic partially spatially
incoherent light2. Shortly thereafter, self-trapping of a beam
emitted from an incandescent bulb was observed: a ‘white-light
soliton’3. These experiments opened new directions in soliton
science4–14. However, all incoherent optical spatial solitons
observed up to this work were supported by non-instantaneous
nonlinearities, whose response time t is much slower than the
fluctuation time of the light, tc� t. In this fashion, the slow
response of the medium averages over the rapidly fluctuating
fragmented structure of the beam, inducing a smooth non-
fragmented waveguide2–12,15–19. Here, we follow a recent
prediction20 and demonstrate experimentally incoherent solitons
in effectively instantaneous nonlocal nonlinear media where t� tc.
In such a self-trapping mechanism, the induced waveguide is
non-fragmented due to the spatial-averaging tendency of the
nonlocal nonlinearity (in contrast to ‘conventional’ incoherent
solitons where self-trapping involves time-averaging in spatially
local nonlinear media). These effectively instantaneous
incoherent solitons exhibit new features, and can be obtained in
various optically nonlinear media21, as well as in other fields
where the nonlinearity is nonlocal yet very fast.

An optically nonlinear medium is considered nonlocal when
the nonlinear effect at a given location is a function of the field
at some nonlocality range surrounding that location. Nonlocality
plays an important role in many areas of nonlinear physics.
Nonlocality typically arises from an underlying transport
mechanism (heat22–25, atoms in a gas26, charge carriers 19,21, for

example), or from long-range forces (for example, electrostatic
interactions in liquid crystals28,29) and many-body interactions as
with matter waves in Bose–Einstein condensates (BECs)30,31 and
plasma waves14,32,33. In nonlinear optics, nonlocality has been
found in photorefractives27, thermal nonlinear media22–25, atomic
vapours26, liquid crystals28,29 and semiconductor amplifiers21.
Interestingly, in spite of the natural spatial-widening tendency of
nonlocality, even highly nonlocal nonlinearities can support
solitons in their simplest (bell-shaped) realization26,28,29,34–36 or as
multipole solitons37–39. When the nonlocality range greatly
exceeds the width of the beam, the induced index change has a
bell-shaped-structure, which depends only on the beam power40,
and is largely insensitive to the intensity pattern20.

CONCEPT

Spatially incoherent light can be modelled as a sequence of coherent
multimode (speckled) beams, each occurring within a short time
window tc, and then switched abruptly to another window with a
different modal distribution (speckled pattern), repeatedly41. The
interaction between an incoherent beam and a nonlinear
medium is considered instantaneous when the time response of
the medium, t, is much shorter than the fluctuation time of the
wave, tc. In such a case, the nonlinear medium responds to the
speckled pattern in each time window, within which the beam is
fully coherent. In a highly nonlocal nonlinearity, the coherent
speckled beam induces, at every moment in time, a smooth
(non-fragmented) waveguide, which is uniform in the direction
of propagation. If the modes of the induced waveguide span the
same space as the modes constructing the light, it is possible to
find conditions for which all realizations of the incoherent beam
(all speckled patterns whose time/ensemble average makes up the
incoherent beam) are self-trapped within the waveguide that the
beam induces20. When this happens, each of the instantaneous
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self-trapped multimode realizations (beams) does not broaden.
However, each of these instantaneous self-trapped beams carries
transverse momentum arising from the (random) interference
among its modal constituents20. When the system conserves
transverse momentum, the initial transverse momentum
determines the trajectory of the beam. Consequently, these
instantaneous self-trapped beams are propagating in random
directions. The ensemble average over multiple realizations of
such self-trapped (yet randomly deflected) beams displays
nonlinear broadening (statistical nonlinear diffraction)20. In the
limit of a large number of modes, the nonlinear diffraction of
this ensemble-averaged beam becomes negligible and an
incoherent soliton forms.

EXPERIMENTS

EXPERIMENTAL TECHNIQUES

We first demonstrate multimode solitons and statistical nonlinear
diffraction with a simple example of a bimodal beam,
highlighting the role of the relative phase between its modes. We
then experiment with a highly incoherent beam generated by a
diffuser and show how statistical nonlinear diffraction becomes
negligible, yielding an incoherent soliton. All our experiments are
carried out in lead-glass displaying a thermal nonlinearity of the
self-focusing type22. The samples have square, 2 � 2 mm cross-
sections, and 83 mm long in the propagation direction. The four
transverse boundaries of the samples are thermally connected to
a heat sink and maintained at room temperature.

Realizing instantaneous interactions in our thermal
nonlinear medium is not straightforward. The thermal
nonlinearity is slow (t � 0.1 s) compared with the fluctuation
time of natural incoherent light. Thus, we artificially construct
an incoherent beam, by dividing the fluctuating field into a
sequence of temporal windows of duration tc within which the
multimode (speckled) beam structure is kept fixed, but with a
random relation between the patterns in different windows.
Within each time window, which is set to be much longer than
the response time of the nonlinearity, the relative phases
among the spatial modes are fixed. We monitor the
propagation of this multimode beam after the nonlinear index
change, Dn, has reached temporal steady state. Under these
conditions, in each measurement we observe self-trapping of a
coherent multimode beam. This is physically identical to
having a multimode beam self-trapped in an instantaneous
nonlinearity, and monitoring the beam at a given snapshot in
time. Carrying out multiple experiments with different
(random) realizations of the multimode beam and taking the
ensemble average corresponds to monitoring the long-timescale
behaviour of an incoherent beam. The ensemble average over
many realizations of the speckled beam is in fact an artificially
constructed partially spatially incoherent beam. When this
ensemble-average beam exhibits (under appropriate conditions)
stationary propagation, it is an incoherent soliton.

SCALAR MULTIMODE SOLITIONS

Before proceeding, we note that, thus far, scalar (single-field)
multimode solitons have never been observed in any
homogeneous nonlinear media, with either a local or a nonlocal
response. By multimode solitons we mean solitons that populate
at least two different modes of their jointly induced potential
(which forms a waveguide). The challenge with demonstrating
multimode solitons is to overcome the beating between the
modes, which, in a local nonlinearity, prevents the formation of a
stationary waveguide. The simplest means to eliminate modal
beating is by launching the two modes at different polarizations

(Manakov-type solitons). Another approach is to eliminate the
contribution of the modal beating to the induced potential by
launching every mode in a different field (thus creating a
composite or vector soliton), with the fields varying much faster
than the response time of the nonlinearity42. The same
mechanism is what enables incoherent solitons in non-
instantaneous nonlinear media2. However, all of these are vector
solitons (solitons comprising more than one field, hence
described by several coupled wave equations) and not scalar
solitons (described by a single wave equation). Because of modal
beating, the observation of scalar multimode solitons has so far
been elusive. Specifically in nonlocal nonlinearities, all
multimode solitons that were demonstrated were either
composed of multiple fields (vector solitons) or constituted a
single guided mode only (for example, the scalar multipole
solitons37–39, which form when the beam occupies a single higher
mode of its self-induced waveguide). However, as shown in ref.
20 and explained above, the nonlocal nature of the nonlinearity
can keep the induced waveguide stationary even though modal
beating does occur, because the induced waveguide depends only
on the total power, which is a conserved quantity. The following
experiments are the first to demonstrate scalar multimode
solitons, taking advantage of the unique features of
nonlocal nonlinearities.

EXPERIMENTS WITH BIMODAL BEAMS

The first experiment was carried out with a bimodal beam made up
of modes 0 and 1 of their jointly induced potential, with the
relative phase between them varying randomly from one time-
window to the next. We used a laser beam of 488 nm
wavelength, split it with a beamsplitter, and constructed a
symmetric TEM00 gaussian mode in one beam, and an
antisymmetric TEM10 mode in the other, subsequently
recombining the beams with their centres coinciding. The
relative phase between the beams was manipulated by reflecting
the TEM00 beam off a mirror positioned on a step motor.
Feeding the step motor with a random function such that it
introduces an optical phase shift of at least 2p yields a random-
phase bimodal beam. We launched this beam into the sample at
normal incidence. The following experiments were repeated 50
times, with 50 random realizations of the relative phase. Typical
results are shown in Fig. 1. Figure 1a and b depicts two
particular realizations of the input bimodal beam, corresponding
to a relative phase of �p/2 and �3p/2 between the modes,
respectively. The composite input beam was 50 � 70 mm full-
width at half-maximum (FWHM). At low intensity, the input
beam experienced diffraction-broadening by a factor of �2.7
(Fig. 1c and d). At high intensity, each composite beam
occurring within a short time window self-trapped after the
thermal nonlinearity reached a temporal steady state (Fig. 1e,f ).
Notice that the different relative phases cause different
trajectories for the self-trapped bimodal beam (Fig. 1e,f ). Finally,
we examined the ensemble average over 50 random realizations
of the relative phase. The ensemble-average input beam has a
‘figure of 8’ structure (Fig. 1g), which is a two-dimensional (2D)
generalization of the double-humped 1D structure20. At low
intensity, the ensemble-average beam broadened considerably
(Fig. 1h). At high intensity, the ensemble-average beam
narrowed down but exhibited statistical nonlinear diffraction
(Fig. 1i). Comparing Fig. 1h and Fig. 1i reveals that the maxima
of the low and high power output beams coincide, although at
high power the humps are narrow as a consequence of the
self-trapping.

We proceeded with a bimodal beam composed of the non-
consecutive modes 0 and 2. To generate mode 2, we introduced two

ARTICLES

nature photonics | VOL 2 | JUNE 2008 | www.nature.com/naturephotonics372

© 2008 Nature Publishing Group 

 

www.nature.com/naturephotonics


evenly spaced,p-phase jumps across the beam. Figure 2 shows typical
results obtained with an input beam of �70� 120 mm FWHM. The
results are similar to those of Fig. 1, with one important difference:
because the modes are non-consecutive, their superposition does
not possess transverse momentum. Consequently, a bimodal
beam composed of non-consecutive modes is always propagating
on-axis for any relative phase between its constituents. This is
especially important when the beams are of high power (Fig. 2e
and f ): the trajectory of the self-trapped beam is always on-axis,
irrespective of the relative phase (in contrast to Fig. 1e and f,
which exhibited off-axis propagation). Consequently, when an
ensemble average is taken over multiple random realizations of
the relative phase, no statistical nonlinear diffraction occurs,
and this ensemble-average self-trapped beam is a bimodal
incoherent soliton.

EXPERIMENTS WITH HIGHLY MULTIMODAL BEAMS

We used a rotating diffuser to generate spatially incoherent light.
The fluctuation time, tc, of the spatially incoherent light is
determined by the rotation rate of the diffuser. Such a light
source is the monochromatic realization of a thermal source43.
We passed a broad laser beam through the diffuser, which was
kept stationary during each temporal window, giving rise to a
highly speckled beam. Passing the beam through the diffuser at
different positions makes the population and phase of each of its
modes vary randomly from one temporal window to the next.
This multimode beam was imaged (demagnified) onto the input
face of the sample. We monitored the input and output intensity
structure at each of the individual time windows, after the thermal
nonlinearity had reached steady state. Finally, we computed the
ensemble-average intensity by averaging over all realizations.
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Figure 2 Self-trapping of bimodal beams composed of non-consecutive modes. Same arrangements as in Fig. 1, but for self-trapped bimodal beams composed

of the non-consecutive modes 0 and 2. The trajectory of the instantaneous self-trapped beam is always on-axis, so the ensemble-average beam forms an incoherent

soliton, without statistical nonlinear diffraction (i). The dimensions of these plots are 550 mm�370 mm.

Inputs

Th
eo

ry
Ex

pe
rim

en
t

InputsLinear Linear

Ensemble averageShort time window

Trapped Trapped

Figure 1 Self-trapping of bimodal beams composed of consecutive modes. Experimental (upper row), and theoretical (lower row) results showing self-trapped

bimodal beams composed of the consecutive 0 and 1 modes. a–f, Two particular realizations of the relative phase between the modes. The bimodal input beams (a,b)

linearly diffract at low power (c,d). At high power each beam self-traps with a trajectory that depends on the initial relative phase (e,f). The ensemble-average input

beam (g) linearly diffracts at low power (h), whereas at high power it displays statistical nonlinear diffraction (i). The dimensions of these plots are 550 mm�370 mm.
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To facilitate a quantitative comparison between the input and
the output beams, for both the instantaneous case and the
ensemble-averaged case, we had to evaluate their width and
average speckle size (the latter determining the transverse
correlation distance upon the incoherent beams, which is
dependent on the modal population). Consider first the self-
trapped multimode beam within a particular time window i.
This is a speckled beam, so one cannot define its width as the
FWHM. Instead, we define the effective width of such a beam as
di ¼ [(

Ð Ð
Ii dx dy)2/(

Ð Ð
Ii
2 dx dy]1/2. For a self-trapped multimode

beam, the effective width should be stationary during
propagation, although the actual intensity structure varies with
propagation due to modal beating. In addition to the effective
width, we define wi, the average speckle-size of each self-trapped
multimode beam, as the inverse of the FWHM of the spatial
power spectrum (Fourier transform) of the beam. The
comparison between input and output instantaneously self-
trapped beams should be made through their effective width and
average speckle size. Similarly, for the ensemble-averaged beams
we defined the mean effective width kdl ¼1/N

P
i¼1
N di and mean

speckle size kwl ¼1/N
P

i¼1
N wi. To prove an incoherent soliton, it

is essential to compare the mean-effective width kdl with the
width of the ensemble-average intensity structure d̄ ¼ d(kIl), and
find the standard deviation

s ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
kdl2 � �d

2
:

q

In this sense, s! 0 indicates that the statistical nonlinear
diffraction is negligible and we have an incoherent soliton.

Our experiments with highly multimode beams are presented
in Fig. 3. Figure 3a shows one typical realization of the highly
speckled input beam with d � 175 mm and w ¼ 35 mm. At low
power, the beam diffracts and the output beam is broad
(Fig. 3b), with d � 570 mm and w ¼ 91 mm. At high power,
the speckled beam self-traps (Fig. 3c), with d � 190 mm and
w ¼ 37 mm. The fine details of each self-trapped output beam are
different from those of its corresponding input beam due to
modal beating. However, the trajectory of each beam is on-axis,
because the contribution of the interference between consecutive
modes to the structure of the beam is small. We therefore expect

that the statistical nonlinear diffraction of the ensemble-average
beam to be negligible. Indeed, Fig. 3d–f show that the ensemble-
average beam conserves its effective width and its correlation
distance (average speckle size), with s! 0. That is, not only did
the instantaneous speckled beams self-trap within each time
window, but the ensemble-average, highly multimode beam
displays stationary propagation, forming an incoherent soliton.

It is now instructive to discuss the parameters defining the
average speckle size (transverse correlation distance) of such an
incoherent soliton. The average speckle size depends on two
parameters: the beam power (defining the depth and width of
the induced waveguide) and the specific statistic of the input
beam (defining the modal population within the incoherent
soliton). The statistics of the input beam is fixed for a given light
source; the average speckle size of the incoherent soliton will
consequently depend solely on the beam power, as we always use
the same source. We can therefore construct an ‘existence curve’
for the incoherent soliton, relating its average speckle size and its
power. Experimentally, we generate incoherent solitons at various
power levels, use the same diffuser setting, but scale the
demagnification such that the ratio between the effective width of
each input beam and its speckle size, d/w, is fixed for every
power level. The results are shown in Fig. 4. The theoretical curve
is calculated for a gaussian modal distribution, as described in
the Methods. Clearly, the experiments conform nicely to the theory.

DISCUSSION

We note that the induced waveguide in our system, Dn(x, y), is
approximately parabolic (wherever the beam intensity is not
vanishingly small). As such, the modes cl,m(x, y) are approximately
Gauss–Hermite modes (as experimentally proven in ref. 39). So,
statistical nonlinear diffraction in x results from interference
between modes (l, m) and (l+1, m) only, and statistical nonlinear
diffraction in y results from interference between modes (l, m) and
(l, m+1) (ref. 20). Consequently, the beam does not exhibit any
noticeable deflection when many modes are populated within it,
because the contribution of consecutive modes to the total
transverse momentum is very small. These effects are highlighted
in Figs 1 and 2 where the bimodal beam composed of modes 0
and 1 has the most apparent deflection, whereas the beam made
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Figure 3 Incoherent solitons in effectively instantaneous nonlocal, nonlinear media. a–c, One typical realization of the highly multimode beam: input (a), output

after linear diffraction at low power (b), and self-trapped output at high power (c). d– f, Self-trapping of the ensemble-average beam (taken over 50 random

realizations): input (d), output after linear diffraction at low power (e), output forming an incoherent soliton at high power (f). The panel on the top right, and the

enlargement below it, show that the calculated refractive-index change Dn in our medium (blue line) coincides with a parabolic shape (red line), in all regions of

non-negligible optical intensity, I (black line). The dimensions of these plots are 1,140 mm�900 mm.
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up of modes 0 and 2 does not exhibit deflection at all. Most
importantly, Fig. 3 shows that the random deflection is negligible
when many modes are present (this is likely to be the case for any
highly nonlocal nonlinearity through which a symmetric bell-
shaped potential is induced). That is, not only did the
instantaneous speckled beams self-trap within each time window,
but the ensemble-average highly multimode beam displays
stationary propagation, forming an incoherent soliton.

Let us now discuss the intuitive meaning of the existence curve
of Fig. 4. As the total power of the soliton beam increases, the width
of the induced potential narrows and the potential becomes deeper,
yet it always remains almost ideally parabolic (in the regions where
the intensity is non-negligible). This means that the guided modes
always retain the same structure (Gauss–Hermite-like). However,
the modes of the deeper potential are narrower (more localized),
and so are their interference patterns (the speckles). In other
words, as the soliton becomes narrower, so do the speckles
within it, which makes the diffraction effects stronger, forcing an
asymptotically narrowing existence curve.

To conclude, we have demonstrated experimentally incoherent
solitons in effectively instantaneous nonlocal, nonlinear media. We
proved a new concept, that nonlocal nonlinearity can support
incoherent solitons even when the response time of the
nonlinearity is much faster than the fluctuation time20. Our
experiments demonstrate that highly fragmented coherent beams
can be self-trapped. We foresee such experiments in materials
where the nonlinearity is highly nonlocal yet very fast (of the
order of picoseconds). Our experiments suggest the possibility of
imaging through highly nonlocal, nonlinear media of the self-
focusing type. Imaging through nonlinear media has always been
a challenge44, because the optical field evolves dynamically, in an
intractable and irreversible fashion. For example, in Kerr media,
which are represented by the (integrable) cubic nonlinear
Schroendinger equation, the input field is projected onto a set of
solitons and a continuum of radiation waves45. The solitons evolve
dynamically but their propagation is tractable through inverse
scattering. However, the radiation waves, being extended states,
carry information away to ‘infinity’ (physically, to the boundaries
of the nonlinear sample, where radiation waves are lost). This

makes the problem irreversible due to loss of information. In
contradistinction to nonlinear Kerr media and to all local optical
nonlinearities, in a highly nonlocal, nonlinear medium, radiation
waves (extended states) are absent46, and as demonstrated here, all
initially localized waves remain localized throughout propagation.
Hence, the information content of the dynamically evolving
optical field is conserved throughout propagation, and the
problem of recovering that information is now reversible. Last but
not least, we note that recent ideas with polar Bose–Einstein
condensates and cold molecules predict a highly nonlocal,
nonlinear response30, which suggests the exciting possibility of
implementing the ideas presented here with matter waves47.

METHODS

THEORY

A linearly polarized, partially spatially incoherent beam can be described by its
slowly varying amplitude C(x, y, z, t). When such a beam is self-trapped in a
nonlinear medium (or guided in a waveguide), it is constructed from the eigen-
modes of the system, which are determined by the potential (fixed, as in a
waveguide, or induced by the nonlinearity), and the boundary conditions. As
such, C(x, y, z, t) can be written as a superposition of its modal constituents cn,

Cðx; y; z; tÞ ¼
X

n

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
PnðtÞ

p
cnðx; y; zÞ expðiwnðtÞÞ: ð1Þ

The fluctuations in the modal power Pn(t) and the modal phases wn(t), which are
what make the beam spatially incoherent, indicate many random realizations of
the multimode beam appearing in each short time window (t� tc), within
which P and w are constants. Thus, within each such time window, the modes cn

interfere, and C is a coherent speckled beam. On the other hand, from one short
time window to the next, P and w change abruptly, switching from one speckled
realization to another, in a random fashion. To stay within paraxiality, the
characteristic speckle-size (approximately the transverse correlation distance) is
much larger than the wavelength. Accordingly, within each short time frame, cn

evolves according to

ð@2
x þ @2

y Þcn þ 2ik@zcn þ 2 k2ðDn=n0Þcn ¼ 0 ð2Þ

where k ¼ vn0/c, v is the frequency, n0 is the background refractive index, c is
the speed of light in vacuum, and Dn is the induced index change (jDnj � n0).
We used the highly nonlocal thermal nonlinearity of lead-glass, where Dn is
proportional to the temperature change24. In every time window of duration tc,
the beam experiences small absorption, thereby generating heat, which diffuses
with time constant t. If the duration of the time window is much larger than the
response time (t� tc), we neglect transients, and consider only Dn at the steady
state, which satisfies the (time-independent) poisson equation48,49 within that
time window

r2
Dnðx; y; z; tÞ ¼ �~k Cðx; y; z; tÞj j2 for ti , t , ðti þ tcÞ ð3Þ

where k̃ is a constant of the medium22. The nonlocality range in such nonlinearity
is the actual size of the sample, which is much broader than the width of the
beam22,23. Consequently, to within a good approximation (which will be tested
below), Dn depends on the total power of the beam P ¼

P
npn, and not on its

speckled structure. Moreover, the guided modes of Dn are approximately Gauss–
Hermite polynomials39. As these modes span all possible solutions of the paraxial
wave equation, any realization of the incoherent beam can be guided under
proper conditions.

We now find the modal structure of the waveguide induced by the speckled
beam within a given time window. To do that, we first neglect the modal beating
and use

Cðx; y; zÞj j2 ¼
X ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

PnðtÞ
p

cnðx; y; z; tÞ expðiwnðtÞÞ
���

���
2

¼
X

PnðtÞ cnðx; y; zÞj j2 ð4Þ

Under this assumption, we seek self-trapped solutions where jCj2 and Dn are
z-independent. To do that, we substitute the expression of equation (4) in
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Figure 4 Existence curve of incoherent solitons in instantaneous nonlocal

media. The figure shows the average speckle size of the incoherent soliton as a

function of the total power of the beam for a given (quasi-thermal) light source

setting the modal population. Each of the photographs displays one typical

realization of a self-trapped speckled beam (comprising the incoherent beam)

at a given power level. As the power increases, the self-trapped speckled

beam narrows.
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equation (3), and solve equation (2) coupled to equation (3), self-
consistently20,50. That is, we find the modes cn(x, y, z) ¼ cn(x, y)exp(2ibnz) of
the waveguide induced by jCj2. [We note that the modes we find deviate slightly
from Gauss–Hermite modes, because Dn is never fully parabolic; nevertheless,
the set of modes serves as an orthogonal basis for the solutions of the nonlinear
wave equation).

Having found the set of modes fcn(x, y)g along with their propagation
constants fbng, we can now simulate the propagation of a speckled beam
containing a random superposition of modes, as represented by equation (1). We
first recall our initial assumption that modal beating does not play any role in the
structure of Dn. If this assumption is indeed correct, then launching the coherent
speckled beam C(x, y, z ¼ 0), within any particular time window (any realization
of modal power distribution and modal phases), would yield self-trapped
propagation, as long as the total power is unchanged. To prove this point, we
simulate the propagation of 50 different realizations of C(x, y, z ¼ 0), composed
of the first 50 modes of Dn. Numerically, we use the standard split-step beam
propagation method to solve equation (2), and use equation (3) to find the index
change Dn from one propagation step to the next. We emphasize that, because
the beam is fully coherent within the time window, the modes comprising it
interfere and display modal beating. Nevertheless, all realizations of the coherent
speckled beam are self-trapped, irrespective of the modal phases and modal
power. That is, the intensity structure of the speckled beam, jCj2, is self-trapped:
not exhibiting any diffraction broadening, in spite of the fact that the modes
interfere with each other, resulting in an intensity structure that oscillates during
propagation. The different realizations of the speckled beam do make one
important difference in determining the induced waveguide: they determine the
trajectory of Dn. In other words, the relative phases and power distribution
among all the modes comprising C determine the initial transverse momentum
carried by the beam20. Because the system conserves transverse momentum
(when the beam is very far away from the sample boundaries49), every realization
yields a different trajectory of the instantaneous self-trapped speckled beam.

After establishing the features of the speckled self-trapped beams within
each short (instantaneous) time window, we examine the long-timescale
propagation. Looking at the incoherent beam at such t� tc is fully equivalent to
taking an ensemble average over many possible realizations of these self-trapped
randomly deflected beams. Because of the modal beating highlighted by Fig. 1,
the ensemble-average propagation of the beam composed of consecutive modes
0 and 1 is not stationary, but rather exhibits statistical nonlinear diffraction.
However, in the 50-mode beam of Fig. 3, the ratio of consecutive pairs to
inconsecutive pairs is very small, hence its statistical nonlinear diffraction is
negligible. When this happens, the ensemble average over all instantaneous self-
trapped beams is stationary throughout propagation, forming an
incoherent soliton.

Finally, we study the existence curve of these solitons (Fig. 4) by measuring
the relation between the total power of the beam and the average speckle size of
the soliton. Numerically, for each different power level, we find the set of modes
fcn(x, y)g as described above. Recall that to construct the existence curve it is
essential to have the same modal distribution (albeit at different widths) at all
power levels. To conform with light emitted from a rotating diffuser (quasi-
thermal source), we constructed the incoherent beam from a gaussian
distribution of the first 50 modes kPnl ¼ P exp(2n/D)/

P
n¼0
n¼49exp(2n/D) with

D ¼ 25. The numerical results are compared to the experiment in Fig. 4.

Received 4 February 2008; accepted 16 April 2008; published 25 May 2008.
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19. Buljan, H., Segev, M., Soljačić, M., Efremidis, N. N. & Christodoulides, D. N. White-light solitons.

Opt. Lett. 28, 1239–1241 (2003).
20. Cohen, O., Buljan, H., Schwartz, T., Fleischer, J. W. & Segev, M. Incoherent solitons in instantaneous

nonlocal nonlinear media. Phys. Rev. E 73, 015601 (2006).
21. Ultanir, E. A., Stegeman, G. I., Michaelis, D., Lange, C. H. & Lederer, F. Stable dissipative solitons in

semiconductor optical amplifiers. Phys. Rev. Lett. 90, 253903 (2003).
22. Rotschild, C., Cohen, O., Manela, O., Segev, M. & Carmon, T. Solitons in nonlinear media with an

infinite range of nonlocality: First observation of coherent elliptic solitons and of vortex-ring
solitons. Phys. Rev. Lett. 95, 213904 (2005).

23. Rotschild, C., Alfassi, B., Cohen, O. & Segev, M. Long-range interactions between optical solitons.
Nature Phys. 2, 769–774 (2006).

24. Dabby, F. W. & Whinnery, J. R. Thermal self-focusing of laser beams in lead glasses. Appl. Phys. Lett.
13, 284–286 (1968).

25. Litvak, A. G. Self-focusing of powerful light beams by thermal effects. JETP Lett. 4, 230–233 (1966).
26. Suter, D. & Blasberg, T. Stabilization of transverse solitary waves by a nonlocal response of the

nonlinear medium. Phys. Rev. A 48, 4583–4587 (1993).
27. Segev, M., Crosignani, B., Yariv, A. & Fischer, B. Spatial solitons in photorefractive media. Phys. Rev.

Lett. 68, 923–926 (1992).
28. Conti, C., Peccianti, M. & Assanto, G. Route to nonlocality and observation of accessible solitons.

Phys. Rev. Lett. 91, 073901 (2003).
29. Conti, C., Peccianti, M. & Assanto, G. Observation of optical spatial solitons in a highly nonlocal

medium. Phys. Rev. Lett. 92, 113902 (2004).
30. Griesmaier, A., Werner, J., Hensler, S., Stuhler, J. & Pfau, T. Bose–Einstein condensation of

chromium. Phys. Rev. Lett. 94, 160401 (2005).
31. Lahaye, T. et al. Stabilization of a purely dipolar quantum gas against collapse. Nature 448,

672–675 (2007).
32. Pecseli, H. L. & Rasmussen, J. J. Nonlinear electron waves in strongly magnetized plasmas.

Plasma Phys. 22, 421–438 (1980).
33. Rao, N. N. & Shukla, P. K. Triple-hump upper-hybrid solitons. Phys. Scripta. T82, 53–59 (1999).
34. Litvak, A. G., Mironov, V. A., Fraiman, G. M. & Yunakovskii, A. D. Thermal self-effect of wave beams

in a plasma with a nonlocal nonlinearity. Fiz. Plazmy 1, 60–71 (1975).
35. Turitsyn, S. K. Spatial dispersion of nonlinearity and stability of multidimensional solitons. Theor.

Math. Phys. 64, 226–232 (1985).
36. Krolikowski, W. & Bang, O. Solitons in nonlocal nonlinear media: Exact solutions. Phys. Rev. E 63,

016610 (2000).
37. Xu, Z., Kartashov, Y. V. & Torner, L. Upper threshold for stability of multipole-mode solitons in

nonlocal nonlinear media. Opt. Lett. 30, 3171–3173 (2005).
38. Hutsebaut, X., Cambournac, C., Haelterman, M., Adamski, A. & Neyts, K. Single-component

higher-order mode solitons in liquid crystals. Opt. Commun. 233, 211–217 (2004).
39. Rotschild, C. et al. Two-dimensional multipole solitons in nonlocal nonlinear media, Opt. Lett. 31,

3312–3314 (2006).
40. Snyder, A. W. & Mitchell, D. J. Accessible solitons. Science 276, 1538–1541 (1997).
41. Mandel, L. & Wolf, E. Optical Coherence and Quantum Optics (Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995).
42. Mitchell, M., Segev, M. D. & Christodoulides, N. Observation of multihump multimode solitons.

Phys. Rev. Lett. 80, 4657–4660 (1998).
43. Bertolotti, M., Daino, B., Gori, F. & Sette, D. Coherence properties of a laser beam. Nuov. Cim. 38,

1505–1514 (1965).
44. Kip, D., Anastassion, C., Eugenieva, E. & Christodoulides, D. N. Transmission of images through

highly nonlinear media by gradient-index lenses formed by incoherent solitons. Opt.Lett. 26,
524–526 (2001).

45. Ablowitz, M. J. & Segur, H. Solitons and the Inverse Scattering Transform (Society for Industrial and
Applied Mathematics, Philadelphia, PA, 1981).

46. Kaminer, I., Rotschild, C., Manela, O. & Segev, M. Periodic solitons in nonlocal nonlinear media.
Opt. Lett. 32, 3209–3211 (2007).

47. Tikhonenkov, I., Malomed, B. A. & Vardi, A. Anisotropic solitons in dipolar Bose–Einstein
condensates. Phys. Rev. Lett. 100, 090406 (2008).

48. Iturbe-Castillo, M. D., Sánchez-Mondragón, J. J. & Stepanov, S. Formation of steady-state cylindrical
thermal lenses in dark stripes. Opt. Lett. 21, 1622–1624 (1996).

49. Alfassi, B., Rotschild, C., Manela, O., Christodoulides, D. N. & Segev, M. Boundary force effects
extracted on solitons in nonlinear media with a very large range of nonlocality. Opt. Lett. 32,
154–156 (2007).

50. Snyder, A. W., Mitchell, D. J., Poladian, L. & Ladouceur, F. Self-induced optical fibers: Spatial solitary
waves. Opt. Lett. 16, 21–23 (1991).

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the Israeli Science Foundation. C.R. gratefully acknowledges the generous
support of the ADAMS fellowship of the Israeli Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Author information
Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/.
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to M.S.

ARTICLES

nature photonics | VOL 2 | JUNE 2008 | www.nature.com/naturephotonics376

© 2008 Nature Publishing Group 

 

http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
www.nature.com/naturephotonics

	Incoherent spatial solitons in effectively instantaneous nonlinear media
	Concept
	Experiments
	Experimental techniques
	Scalar multimode solitions
	Experiments with bimodal beams
	Experiments with highly multimodal beams

	Discussion
	Methods
	Theory

	Figure 1  Self-trapping of bimodal beams composed of consecutive modes.
	Figure 2  Self-trapping of bimodal beams composed of non-consecutive modes.
	Figure 3  Incoherent solitons in effectively instantaneous nonlocal, nonlinear media.
	Figure 4  Existence curve of incoherent solitons in instantaneous nonlocal media.
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author information


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue true
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e00500047002000570045004200200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e0020003100350030006400700069002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003400200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 782.362]
>> setpagedevice


