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It’s not easy to produce and control powerful light waves in the terahertz frequency range—but Professor Clara

Saraceno has managed it. Now researchers will be able to investigate life itself.

Everyone’s heard of infrared waves and microwaves. Well, sandwiched between those two in the electromagnetic spectrum

there is a group of waves with frequencies somewhere between 0.1 and ten terahertz. These are what we call terahertz

waves, and they have a number of interesting properties. For example, they are an excellent option for scanning living

systems and obtaining imaging techniques for biochemistry. Unfortunately, researchers in the past have tended to somewhat

neglect terahertz waves.

Why is that?

Terahertz waves are hard to produce and difficult to use. One problem relates to the fact that terahertz waves have rather

long wavelengths. That makes it hard to focus them down into a small area, so they are more challenging to use than typical

laser beams. For example, they do an amazing job of getting absorbed by water, and consequently by airborne water

droplets–in other words the normal humidity in the air. So the light gets lost very quickly, disappearing almost entirely after

just a few meters of air, or a few millimeters of water. So to actually measure anything in biological conditions with terahertz

waves you have to pump lots of power into them–and that brings us on nicely to the beam source.

Great, tell us more!

Here in Bochum and elsewhere, 200 scientists are working in one huge research cluster to understand the influence of

solvents on biochemical processes. My group’s job is to build more powerful terahertz sources which the other researchers

can then use for measuring purposes. Our primary goal is to create a tool for observing the dynamics of molecules, in other

words the changes from one state to another over time. Put simply, we want to make biochemical videos. The best tool for

doing that is one that uses pulsed terahertz waves. Specifically, very short ones with exactly the right frequency and high-

power values. To do this, we feed our system with a near-infrared femtosecond laser. We fire the pulses through a non-linear

crystal that converts them into terahertz pulses. Perform a few more electro-optical tricks–technically referred to as terahertz

time-domain spectroscopy–and you can use those pulses to measure things. Our pulses are special because we have

demonstrated for the first time that it is actually possible to achieve relatively high-power values of dozens of milliwatts. And

we haven’t finished yet–now we’re aiming to get that up to the watt level.
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How did you manage to push the power so high?

We were the first to use a high average power laser in time-domain spectroscopy. Nobody dared to do that before because

it’s so hard to control a system with so much power. We built our own laser using TRUMPF components with more than 100

watts of average power and operating with a very high repetition rate of 13 megahertz. The terahertz pulses it produces will

help researchers gain fundamentally new insights.

But why use terahertz waves in the first place? What are you hoping to discover about the world?

Nobody really knows how water works–it’s an old scientific puzzle that has never been solved. Water forms such an integral

part of our everyday lives, and yet nobody understands it! It’s really quite amazing. For example, water has a very high boiling

point and various density anomalies, which is why ice floats on liquid water. We still don’t understand how these

macroscopic characteristics of water, which are so fundamentally important to life, tie together with the microscopic

properties on the molecular level. Water is very complex. H2O itself is a simple molecule, but water molecules talk to each

other in a tremendously complicated way. The oxygen atom of one water molecule can easily interact with a hydrogen atom

of a different water molecule. And that’s where it gets really interesting, because these intermolecular bonds–the movements

that take place on that level–are exactly in the terahertz frequency!

And it’s those movements you want to observe?

Absolutely. We want to film them and draw some conclusions on how water works. And, as well as those general findings,

we’re also interested in the specific role water plays in the body’s cells.

What do you hope to discover by peering into the body’s cells?

Water in cells acts as a solvent for proteins, and proteins need water to work properly. That’s one of the reasons why we

can’t survive without drinking. For a long time, people thought water was just a passive, background presence in the body.

But that’s not true. Take protein folding in cells, for example. Today, we understand that water actively influences when and

how proteins fold. In some diseases, such as Alzheimer’s disease, the proteins do not fold properly. Might that have

something to do with the intermolecular bonding of water in the body? That’s one of the key questions we’re trying to

answer.

If you succeed, what could your findings be used for?

Well, as a fundamental researcher I’m always careful about making predictions as to where research might lead. Ultimately,

we don’t know. But that doesn’t make the question any less interesting! In the case of Alzheimer’s disease, for example, I

could imagine some distant future where we might be using a terahertz light source to prevent protein folding problems and

stop the disease from progressing. Focusing more specifically on the field of laser technology, I want to gain a more in-depth
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understanding of how we use light as a tool to control phenomena in biology and chemistry. It’s all pretty exciting!

Indeed it is! Of course you’re not the only ones producing new kinds of images on a molecular level. Your

colleagues working on x-ray research are also making huge progress with the disk laser. Are they your

competitors?

Goodness me, no! Quite the opposite. X-rays are great for observing structural changes, but terahertz waves are better for

distinguishing complex coupled motions. So there’s every reason to suppose we will be combining these two techniques at

some point.

Every researcher experiences a magical moment at some point in their career. What was yours?

I’m hoping there’s something really big still ahead of me! But I’ve had a couple of modest magical moments already. In my

work, I focus on beam sources, which may sound a bit boring. But you can’t do much without the right measuring

instruments, can you? It’s always an amazing feeling for me when the laser systems I build reach a level of performance that

nobody has ever achieved before. I find myself standing in the lab and thinking “that really is five times more power than

anyone has ever got out of this source”. And that’s pretty cool!

Terahertz waves lie in the frequency range between infrared and microwaves. The boundaries
are not precisely defined, but in many cases we define terahertz waves as those with
frequencies between 0.1 and ten terahertz and a wavelength of between a few hundred and
one thousand microns. Accordingly, the photon energy of terahertz waves stretches from just
a few to several tens of milli-electronvolts.

Clara Saraceno is a Professor of Photonics and Ultrafast Laser Science
at Ruhr-Universität Bochum (RUB). As part of a research cluster, she
is working on ways of using terahertz light waves in research, for
example in biochemistry. Saraceno’s job is to develop more powerful
beam sources.
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