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TRANSIENT ABSORPTION OF GOLD NANORODS
INDUCED BY FEMTOSECOND LASER IRRADIATION

The action of femtosecond laser irradiation on the optical absorption of gold nanorods has
been measured by the pump-probe technique in spectral regions of the longitudinal and trans-
verse modes of surface plasmons. The evolution of the parameters of plasmon absorption
bands, namely, peak positions and band widths, after the impact of a pump pulse on a water
suspension of nanorods has been revealed by the advanced data processing, accounting for a
chirp of the “white continuum” of a probe pulse. The observed kinetics fits the hot electron
relazation theory. In addition, a significant increase of the cross-phase modulation in the spec-
tral range of the surface plasmon absorption band has been found. The irreversible nanorod
shape transformation (a change of the aspect ratio) has been observed after long-term irradia-
tion. Pump-probe measurements were performed at the Center for collective use of equipment
“Femtosecond Laser Complex” of National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine.
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1. Introduction

Investigation of optical properties of metal nanoparti-
cles irradiated with femtosecond laser pulses has been
actively carried out for last decades and still remains
one of the primary directions for nanophysics, na-
noelectronics, and nanoplasmonics [1]. Surface plas-
mons in metal nanoparticles are collective excitations
of free electrons and have a lifetime of few femtosec-
onds, in distinction from nanoseconds, which are typ-
ical lifetimes of excitons in semiconductor nanoparti-
cles. Such a short surface plasmon lifetime points a
way to drastically improve the temporal performance
of optoelectronic devices. At the same time, the de-
pendence of surface plasmon absorption spectra on
the shape, material, and dielectric environment of a
nanoparticle makes it possible to tune the surface
plasmon position throughout the visible spectrum.
Moreover, the phenomenon of local field enhancement
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near the surface of a metal nanoparticle finds a num-
ber of striking practical implementations [2, 3].

The process of interaction of a femtosecond laser
pulse with a metal nanoparticle is often described
in the so-called two-temperature Kaganov’s model,
which considers the separation of the temperature of
a free electron gas from the lattice temperature [4]. Ir-
radiation of a metal nanoparticle with a femtosecond
pulse leads to the rapid increase of the electron gas
temperature followed by the multistage relaxation:
thermalization of the electron gas via the electron-
electron (e-e) interaction (107!* s), cooling of the
electron gas via the electron-phonon (e-ph)interaction
(10712 ), and energy transfer from the ionic lattice
to a surrounding media (10719 s).

Quality of a plasmonic material is determined by
the ratio of real and imaginary parts of its dielectric
permittivity. Excluding alkali metals, which are the
best of this ratio, but are highly reactive and thus ex-
tremely difficult for applications, gold is number two
after silver by this parameter [5,6]. However, it sur-
passes silver in many applications due to a high stabil-
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Fig. 1. Optical density spectra of a gold nanorod water sus-
pension. Dashed line is the spectrum of the initial sample
(before the femtosecond laser irradiation). Solid line is the
spectrum of the sample after the long-term femtosecond laser

irradiation. Insets show the corresponding TEM images of gold
nanorods. Scale bar at each inset shows 100 nm

ity, biocompatibility, and more convenient location of
surface plasmons in the middle of the visible spectral
range. It should be noted that the spectral tuning of
the plasmon resonance can be achieved by varying the
dielectric environment or the shape of nanoparticles.
Elongated nanoparticles demonstrate the splitting of
a surface plasmon into transverse and longitudinal
modes. Nanorods are one of the simplest shapes of
optical antennas, and it is of interest to study their
response to intence femtosecond pulses. Composites
of gold nanoparticles are known for a huge cubic non-
linear susceptibility x® [7].

The aim of this work was the advanced study of
the transient optical absorption of gold nanorods in-
duced by femtosecond laser pulses. Special attention
was paid to the account for the temporal and spec-
tral profiles of probe pulses, which allowed us to find
the unusual increase of the cross-phase modulation
(XPM) intensity.

2. Experimental

The sample, a water suspension of gold nanorods, was
prepared at the University of Mainz, Germany. To de-
termine the size and the shape of nanoparticles, trans-
mission electron microscopic (TEM) studies were car-
ried out using a JEM100CX2 microscope operating at
100 kV. A typical TEM photo of the sample is pre-
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sented in the top inset in Fig. 1. One can see that
nanoparticles have the shape of nanorods with the
average length of 62 nm and width of 29 nm, which
correspond to the aspect ratio about 2.1:1. The op-
tical absorption spectrum of this sample (Fig. 1, up-
per curve) has two bands with maxima at 516 and
643 nm, which correspond to the transverse and lon-
gitudinal surface plasmon modes, respectively.

Time-resolved optical studies were performed at
the Center for collective use of equiment “Femtosec-
ond Laser Complex” of NASU, which is described in
review [8] in detail.

We used the Coherent laser system consisting of a
femtosecond oscillator MIRA-900F and a regenerative
amplifier Legend HT with a fundamental laser wave-
length at 800 nm. Output energy was 1 mJ at the
1-kHz repetition rate. The pulse duration revealed
from the autocorrelation function was 130 fs. The
laser output was split into two beams: the pump and
probe ones. “White light continuum” was generated
by focusing the probe beam into a sapphire plate. A
part of the “white light continuum” was used as the
reference beam for the absorption calculation. The
wavelength of the pump beam was either the funda-
mental one (800 nm) or its second harmonic (400 nm),
while the energy of a pulse was about 10 uJ in any
case. The sample in a 1-cm quartz cell was placed in
the focus of the probe beam. The pump beam was
slightly unfocused to prevent a bubble formation in
the sample. The probe beam after the sample and the
reference beam were collected in an Imaging Spectro-
graph SP-2500i (Acton Research) after a set of filters
necessary to cut the pump wavelength.

The data of pump-probe measurements were cor-
rected by a home-made software to account for the
chirp of a “white light continuum” pulse. Details of
the correction method will be reported elsewhere. It
should be noted that the use of 800-nm pump pulses
leads to the dramatic changes in the probe beam
at and around temporal coincidence of the beams,
caused by the cross-phase modulation effect [9]. We
used a zero-order half-wave plate in the pump beam
to make its polarization perpendicular to the probe
one and thus to decrease the XPM effect by almost
three times. However, the occurrence of XPM effects
helps to determine “time-zero” between the pump and
probe pulses, and so to set the zero value on the tem-
poral axis for every wavelength measured in case of
an 800-nm pump. Otherwise, in case of a 400-nm
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pump, when the XPM effect was not observed, the
time zero was set as the beginning of any change in
transient absorption spectra.

3. Results

We investigated changes in the optical density of the
sample for the longitudinal and transverse surface
plasmon modes of gold nanorods in a water suspen-
sion induced by femtosecond laser irradiation.

Transient optical absorption spectra were measured
using different time delays between the pump beam
that changed optical properties of the system and the
“white light” probe beam. Figure 2 shows the evolu-
tion of the both transverse and longitudinal plasmon
bands before (marked in the figure as the time delay
-2 ps) and after the femtosecond laser pump pulse (0,
0.2, 0.6, 1, 2, 5, 10, 20 ps of time delay).

All spectra were fitted in the Gaussian peak ap-
proximation. The evolution of the parameters of the
plasmon bands, namely, the peak position and the full
width at half maximum (FWHM), was determined
and is presented in Figs. 3 and 4. Basically, the re-
sults follow the model of hot electron gas [4] and cor-
respond to similar studies on other gold colloids (see,
e.g., [10,11]).

It should be noted that the behavior of FWHM
of both peaks is similar and reflects a change of the
temperature of the electron gas. But spectral shifts
of the transverse and longitudinal peaks are substan-
tially different: the longitudinal peak shifts to longer
wavelengths, while the transverse one shifts to shorter
ones. These different spectral shifts were not reported
up to date to the best of our knowledge. Such spectral
shifts of two peaks correspond to a stretching defor-
mation of nanorods, however, their fast kinetics are
incompatible with a mechanical deformation. We can
suppose that it can be a deformation of the electron
gas cloud as a consequence of the spill-out or skin
effect.

The most intriguing finding of our work is the un-
usual temporal behavior of the longitudinal surface
plasmon mode band near the “time-zero”, presented in
Fig. 5. The observed phenomenon can be explained as
a significant enhancement of the cross-phase modula-
tion effect in the spectral range of the surface plasmon
absorption band. The presumed nature of the phe-
nomenon is an increase of the cubic nonlinear suscep-
tibility of the gold nanorod water suspension caused
by a local field enhancement in vicinities of the metal
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Fig. 2. Evolution of the both longitudinal (peak at 520 nm)
and transverse (peak at 630 nm) plasmon absorption bands
of gold nanorods after the femtosecond laser irradiation at
400 nm. The spectra are shifted vertically for clarity of pre-
sentation. Numbers on the right indicate the time delay in
picoseconds between the pump and probe pulses
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Fig. 3. Evolution of longitudinal plasmon peak parameters.
Pump at 400 nm
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Fig. 4. Evolution of transverse plasmon peak parameters.
Pump at 400 nm
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Fig. 5. Upper figure: Absorption spectrum of longitudinal
plasmon mode.
measured at different time delays after the excitation by fem-
tosecond laser pulses at 800 nm. The spectra are shifted verti-
cally for clarity of presentation. Numbers on the right indicate
the time delay in picoseconds between the pump and probe
pulses

Lower figure: Transient absorption spectra

nanoparticles. The further investigation of the phe-
nomenon is carried out now and its results will be
reported elsewhere.

Besides the above-described rapid changes (in a
femto- picosecond time domain) of optical proper-
ties of the sample, we have also observed irreversible
changes after a long-term femtosecond laser irradia-
tion. The essence of the changes is a decrease and a
blue shift of the longitudinal surface plasmon band of
the absorption spectrum, and a slight red shift of the
transverse surface plasmon band. The lower curve in
Fig. 1 demonstrates the absorption spectrum of the
sample after several hours of the irradiation. The ef-
fect can be observed with the naked eye as a color
change of the sample. The irreversible change of the
optical absorption of the sample arises from the shape
transformation of nanoparticles. The TEM image in
the lower inset in Fig. 1 shows the nanoparticles after
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the long-term femtosecond laser irradiation. It could
be seen that the aspect ratio of some particles de-
creased, so the almost spherical particles appeared in
the sample. We should mention that the irreversible
transformation of the nanorods is slow enough to ne-
glect it during transient absorption measurements in
the subnanosecond time domain.

4. Conclusions

The pump-probe investigation of the transient op-
tical absorption reveals the evolution of relaxation
processes after the femtosecond laser impact on gold
nanorods. The kinetics fits the hot electron relaxation
theory (two-temperature Kaganov’s model).

The cross-phase modulation effect exerts transient
absorption data obtained from the pump-probe mea-
surements and complicates their interpretation. A
significant enhancement of the effect has been found
at the longitudinal surface plasmon mode band, pre-
sumably due to a local field enhancement by surface
plasmons in vicinities of the nanorods. The phe-
nomenon requires the further investigation that is be-
ing conducted at the moment.

The irreversible nanorod aspect ratio transforma-
tion occurs after a long-term femtosecond laser irra-
diation: particles becomes shorter, almost spherical.
The possibility of such sample degradation should be
kept in mind during long-term studies, which involve
a femtosecond laser irradiation of nanorods.
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1. Baoncokud, I1. Kopentox, K. Bonizcen, A. Komxko
HECTAIIIOHAPHE ITOTJIMHAHHA

CBITJIA 30JIOTUMU HAHOUMJITHAPAMU,
3YMOBJIEHE JI€I0 PEMTOCEKYH/IHOI'O
JIASBEPHOTI'O BUITPOMIHIOBAHHA

Peszwowme

3a JIOIOMOTOI0 METOMUKHU “30y/IKEeHHsI-30H/1yBaHHs OyJI0 BU-
MipsIHO BIIUB (PEMTOCEKYHIHOTO JIA3€PHOTO BUIIPOMIHIOBAH-
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Hsl Ha ONTHUYHE MOIVIMHAHHS 30JI0TUX HAHOIWJIIHJADIB B 06Ja-
CTi IO3/I0BKHBOI Ta MOIEPEYHOI MOJ, TOBEPXHEBUX IJIA3MOHIB.
Epostroniss napamMeTpiB IJIa3MOHHUX CMYT ITOIJIMHAHHST BOJHUX
KOJIOI/IIB 30JIOTUX HAHOIMJIIHJIPIB, a came, IOJIOYKEHHs IIiKa,
MIUPUHA CMYTH IICJIs B3a€MOZIl 3 IMILyIbCOM 30yIKeHHS Oy
BU3HAYEH] 3 BUKOPUCTAHHAM YIOCKOHAJIEHOI CUCTEMH O0OPOOKU
IaHWX, SKa BKJOYaJia BpaxyBaHHS dipily “6lJIoro KOHTUHYY-
My’ immynascy 3omayBanas. OTpumana KineTuka ZoOpe y3ro-
JPKYETHCS 3 MOJIEJIJIIO OCTUTAHHS PO3IrpiTOro eJIeKTPOHHOTO Ta-
3y. Kpim 1mporo, crocrepirajgocs 3HavHe mijcuiieHHsT edeKTy
Kpoc-da30B01 MOAy il B CHEKTPaJIbHIM 06/1acTi cMyT HOTJIH-
HaHHs I[IOBEpXHEBUX IMyIa3MoHIiB. [lokazani He3BOpOTHI 3MiHHI
dhopMu HAHOIMMJTIHAPIB, sKi CIIOCTEPIraJiuCh B CIIEKTPaX OITH-
YHOI'O MOIVIMHAHHS Ta 3HIMKAaX eJeKTPOHHOI MIKPOCKOMIl ITi-
CJIsI TPUBAJIONO OINPOMIiHEHHsI (DEMTOCEKYH/IHUMHU JIA3€PHUMU
iMIIyJIbCAMU.

BuwmiproBanns nposoguucs B LleHTpi KOJIEKTHBHOTO KOPH-
cryBanus npwiagavu HAHY npu lacruryri disukun HAHY
“TABEPHUY ®EMTOCEKYHIHUI KOMILJIEKC”.
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