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Abstract Several novel types of detectors for the measurement of electromagnetic radiation in
the THz spectral range are described. Firstly, detectors based on pyroelectric foil coated with
different absorbers have been developed focusing on the following features: high accuracy due
to well-characterized absorption, high sensitivity, large area absorbers and frequency and
polarization independence. A three-dimensional design with five absorptions gave an overall
absorption of more than 98 %. Secondly, detectors based on pyroelectric foils with thin metal
layers were realized. An absorption of 50 % can be obtained if the thickness of the layers is
carefully adjusted. According to electromagnetic theory this degree of absorption is indepen-
dent of the polarization and frequency of the radiation in a wide range from at least 20 GHz to
5 THz. The third type of detector is based on a new type of volume absorber with a polished
front surface and a gold-coated back side. It is the absorber of choice of the standard power
detector for disseminating the spectral power responsivity scale. This standard detector allows
the application of a physical model to calculate its spectral responsivity in the range from
1 THz to 5 THz if the detector has been calibrated at one single frequency. Finally, a THz
detector calibration facility was set up and is now in operation at PTB to calibrate
detectors from customers with an uncertainty as low as 1.7 %.

Keywords Far infrared detectors . Terahertz detectors . Radiometry .Metrological
instrumentation . Infrared and far infrared lasers . Optics

1 Introduction

Besides frequency, radiant power is the most important physical quantity for characterizing
optical radiation sources. There are two main types of detectors for the measurement of radiant
power, either thermal or photonic devices. Photonic detectors are based on the photoelectric
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effect and are predominantly used at higher frequencies in the visible, ultraviolet and X-ray
spectral range. In contrast, thermal detectors are mainly used at longer wavelengths, i.e. in the
infrared up to the THz spectral range and at higher power levels as well. They absorb the
incident radiation and simply heat an absorbing material. The heat is then detected by
temperature-dependent phenomena such as the temperature-dependent conductivity, the
thermo- or pyroelectric effect.

All thermal effects depend only on the absorbed radiation power and are independent of
photon energy. Therefore, thermal detectors are generally broadband measuring instruments.
Pyroelectric detectors are in this class of thermal detectors. Their responsivity shows in
principle no wavelength dependency of the incoming radiation provided their absorption does
not depend on wavelength. Most detectors offered meet this condition well in the visible and
near infrared range. With increasing wavelength, however, it becomes more and more difficult
to realize a wavelength-independent absorption [1–4]. This is because most of the well-known
absorbers – even those containing carbon nanotubes (CNT) – exhibit an increasing transmit-
tance with increasing wavelength [5]. To overcome this limitation, PTB in cooperation with
SLT has developed several types of novel detectors suitable for application in the THz range.

2 Detector development

As a result of the increasing transmittance of the absorber material with a longer wavelength,
the incoming radiation is only partly absorbed on its way through the absorber along to the
back side of the detector where the metallic electrode of the detector material is located. This
metallic layer acts as a reflector for the far infrared (FIR) radiation. The transmitted part of the
incoming radiation passes again through the absorber. For thin absorbers, even two transitions
are not enough for a total, i.e. wavelength-independent, absorption. The advantage of THz
radiation to penetrate a large variety of dielectric materials acts here as a disadvantage. In
principle, the thickness of the absorber can be increased but the rise and decay times grow so
that the sensitivity is drastically reduced. For thermal power meters, the thickness of the
absorber can be increased leading to higher absorbance and to time constants in the order of
seconds. For energy meters, a rise time in the ms region is desired and thin absorbers are
therefore necessary.

Much research work has been done in the last few years in this field [6]. Different
techniques are known in the microwave and FIR region to increase the absorbance by using
homogeneous electrically conducting coatings or by generating conductive absorbing struc-
tures. The dimensions of structures produced by photolithography must be small compared to
the wavelength. Then a broadband absorption can be reached using a structured coating [7].
On the contrary, this method can also be used to reach very high absorption but only for a
selected wavelength [8]. As an unfavourable result the absorption strongly drops down at
neighbouring wavelengths. The challenge to make a THz detector which can be easily
calibrated is not to get an absorbance of 100 % but a wavelength-independent absorbance.
A higher degree of absorption increases the responsivity but is not an imperative condition for
the calibration of the detector.

The absorbance of different organic black coatings with and without CNT, whose layer
thickness is in the range of 10 μm to 80 μm, was investigated. An FIR transparent carrier was
used for these tests to measure both the transmission and the reflection (see Fig. 1). The best
result achieved is an absorbance of more than 50 % at 500 μm with a decreasing tendency
towards longer wavelengths. Furthermore, the reflection increases up to 40 % at 500 μm. This
coating is not acceptable for high-quality THz detectors.
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2.1 Trap detector

Another way to increase the absorption is by implementing a special trap detector design. The
advantage of a three-element trap detector is the fact that the incoming radiation interacts up to
five times with the detector surface. The total absorbance A of this set up is A = 1 - R5, where R
is the reflectance for a single interaction with the detector. The three identical detectors are
arranged in such a way that the radiation strikes the first and second detectors under an angle of
45°, while the third one acts as a reflector. The three detectors have a 3D arrangement to
achieve a polarization-independent responsivity. The above mentioned coating (Fig. 1) is used
for the trap detector. Its setup is shown in Fig. 2.

A nearly wavelength-independent responsivity (± 3 %) can be realized by the trap arrange-
ment if the absorbance of a single interaction is at least 50 % (Fig. 3). It must be guaranteed for
all wavelengths that all four possible reflections strike the surface of the next detector. In order
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Fig. 1 Spectral properties of an organic black coating with CNT, thickness about 80 μm, on a THz transparent
carrier. The absorbance (red upper line) is calculated from the measured reflectance (blue dashed line) and
transmittance (black dotted line).

Fig. 2 Photo of a THz trap detector without cover. The arrangement of the three detectors is clearly visible. The
radiation path originating from the observer and reflected by the three surfaces is depicted by arrows. The
maximum accepted beam diameter of this detector design is 25 mm.
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to meet this condition the allowed angle of acceptance is small. This small angle of acceptance
for incoming radiation can be increased by using concave detectors [9].

Well-fabricated trap detectors exhibit a high wavelength-independent responsivity and a
good spatial homogeneity as well. The latter is shown for two orthogonal scans over the
detector in Fig. 4. Due to its high absorption the detector described in this section shows about
twice the sensitivity of the detector described in the next Section.

2.2 Novel single-element detectors

Another interesting concept developed to realize a flat absorption in the FIR was published as
long ago as 1934 [10]. The concept is based on the solution of Maxwell´s equations for
conductive coatings with a thickness that is smaller than the wavelength and the penetration
depth of the optical radiation. By matching the sheet resistance of the coating to half of the
vacuum impedance, a broadband absorption of 50 % can be realized. This concept is, for
example, realized in a commercially available photoacoustic “Absolute Terahertz Power/
Energy Meter” from Thomas Keating Ltd. by using a dielectric carrier foil and a thin metal
coating with a matched area resistance. Here the disadvantages are the necessity of a thick
optical window and a large time constant restricting repetition rates to lower than 50 Hz.

But the concept can also be used advantageously for a thin film pyroelectric detector: its
metal electrodes can act as a THz radiation absorber by optimizing their area resistance on both

Fig. 3 The total absorbance for a three-element trap in relation to the absorbance for a single interaction. A
single absorbance of 50 % results in a total absorbance of 97 %.

Fig. 4 Scan profiles across a trap detector in two orthogonal directions at 2.52 THz.
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sides to reach a nominal absorbance of 50 % without any additional coating. Figure 5 shows
the normalized absorbance for three randomly selected samples with such a type of coating.

Figure 5 demonstrates an excellent reproducibility of the thin metal coating of the three
samples. The achieved tolerances in production guarantee a good quality. Only for wave-
lengths shorter than 150 μm do absorption bands of the pyroelectric foil lead to a slightly
increased absorption. Between 150 μm and 600 μm the maximum deviation is less than 4 %.

This old knowledge was applied to develop a new type of pyroelectric THz detector. The
necessary area resistances can be as high as 1000 Ω. Advanced technology is essential for
making reliable and large area coatings. In this context the following issues have attracted
attention:

& Diffraction limits to focus THz radiation into very small detectors. Consequently, the
detectors were designed to have active areas between 10 mm and 30 mm in diameter.

& In order to achieve a fast and high response, the heat capacity of the absorber should be as
small as possible and the thermal conductivity of the absorber should be as high as
possible. Both are fulfilled using thin metallic coatings.

& The responsivity increases with the decreasing thickness of the pyroelectric detector
material but technological problems arise for materials thinner than 10 μm.

100 200 300 400 500

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

ab
so

rb
an

ce
 / 

ab
so

rb
an

ce
 (

1 
T

H
z)

wavelength / µm

Fig. 5 Wavelength-independent absorbance calculated from measured reflectance and transmittance for three
samples. The measured values are normalized to the absorbance at 300 μm (1 THz).

Fig. 6 Responsivity scan profiles across an SLT’s THz20 detector in two orthogonal directions at 2.52 THz.
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& The electrical capacity increases for thin and large area detectors which is a disadvantage
for energy meters. In most cases the pyroelectric detectors are used in current mode with a
transimpedance amplifier for power measurement. In this case, the increased capacity is
less critical.

& The dimensioning of the absorber coating is more flexible if the dielectric constant of the
detector material is low.

& In order to avoid air movement and noise, a chopper frequency in the range from 30 Hz to
50 Hz is often desired. A correct measurement of these pulses requires a thermal time
constant, i.e. the time for reaching temperature equilibrium with the environment, to be in
the order of one second. Then the output signal will decrease less than 2 % in 20 ms.

The following invention was made to meet all of the above-mentioned demands. An
approximately 10 μm thick pyroelectric active polyvinylidene difluoride (PVDF) foil acts as
the detector material. It is coated on both sides with a thin metallic absorber film. The foil is
clamped between two rings which are also used to electrically connect the read-out. The main
heat loss mechanism is convection with a thermal time constant of about one second. The
detectors are windowless to achieve a wavelength-independent responsivity. In this case any
movement of air or acoustic noise produce a noticeable signal and should be avoided.

Figure 6 shows scan profiles across a THz20 detector at 2.52 THz. An outstanding attribute
of all detectors with metallic absorbers is their perfect spatial homogeneity.

A wavelength-independent absorbance of 50 % can be realized if the area resistance Rr of
the back side coating of the detector and the area resistance Rf of the front side coating meet the
condition 1/Rr +1/Rf = 2/Zo where Z0 is the impedance of the vacuum. In this case there
is 25 % reflectance and 25 % transmittance.

Typical current sensitivities for PVDF are 0.5 μA/W. Combined with a transimpedance
preamplifier with an amplification of 109 V/A, a responsivity of up to 500 V/W can be reached
[11]. The noise equivalent power is below 10 μW. This enables a precise determination of the
THz power responsivity of these pyroelectric detectors because the THz laser emits more than
1 mW as described in Section 3. The fast time response of the output signal of a THz20 is
depicted in Fig. 7. It reveals a rise and decay time less than 1.5 ms. Thus repetition rates higher
than 100 Hz are measureable.

Fig. 7 Output signal of the transimpedance amplifier of a THz20 detector combined with a chopper at
modulation frequencies of 10 Hz (light blue), 20 Hz, 40 Hz, 80 Hz and 160 Hz (red). Due to the almost
instantaneous rise and decay of the current signal and the large thermal time constant of about 2 s, nearly
rectangular pulse shapes are depicted at all modulation frequencies.
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2.3 A novel detector as a power measurement standard

In contrast to the detectors described in the previous sections a well-suited standard detector
for power measurement does not need to have a flat spectral responsivity in the THz range but
rather one which is well known. This is achieved by two steps:

A detector is needed where the frequency dependence of its spectral responsivity can be
derived from a physical model. The physical model described in this section together with the
characterization of the spectral reflectance and transmittance result in a known spectral
absorbance of the detector.

As the second step, this well-characterized detector is then calibrated at one single
frequency that may or may not be within the THz range. Through this single point calibration
its spectral absorbance is transformed into a spectral power responsivity which is traceable to
the International System of Units (SI) if the single point calibration is also traceable.

These two steps yield a detector that can be used as a standard detector in the THz range.
The standard detector is a modified commercial laser power meter. It is a highly sensitive

thermopile detector, model 3A-P from Ophir Optronics Ltd., which uses a 0.6 mm thin disc of
12 mm diameter made of NG1 neutral density filter glass from SCHOTT AG as a volume
absorber. In contrast to the commercial model an optically polished plane surface is used
instead of a matt surface. In addition, the back side of the NG1 disc is coated with a thin gold
layer which acts as a mirror for the residually transmitted radiation in order to achieve a longer
absorption path. This is depicted in Fig. 8. Both modifications make a simple physical model
of the radiation losses applicable [12].

The model describes the frequency-depending absorbance A(ν) of the new standard
detector in the THz region but also in the visible spectral region. Due to the optical quality
of the NG1 material and the polishing of its surfaces, radiation scattering or diffuse reflection
can be neglected. Only specular reflection has to be taken into account for the THz radiation
which is not absorbed by the NG1 disc. The major losses originate from the first reflection
when incident radiation impinges on its surface. Most of the penetrating radiation is absorbed
by the NG1 material. However, at frequencies below 1 THz NG1 becomes transparent. But
due to the gold-coated back side all residually transmitted radiation is reflected and is partially
absorbed on its way back to the first surface. Because of the lower refractive index of the air
with respect to the NG1, only a minor part is transmitted out of the NG1 and most of the
residual THz radiation is reflected again towards the reflective back side, is then again partially
absorbed, and so on. Because the front and back side of the NG1 disc are parallel the non-
absorbed residual radiation has the same direction as the first surface reflection as indicted by a
parallel slim line in Fig. 8. The resulting interference of the parallel beams is of minor
importance as long as there is a noticeable absorption by the NG1 disc which occurs for
THz radiation above 0.7 THz.

In any case, radiation which is not absorbed inside the NG1 disc is reemitted in the same
direction as the front surface reflection. This is the only significant optical loss that has to be

Fig. 8 Schematic diagram of the radiation absorption process shown by a sectional drawing of the gold-coated
NG1 disc.
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taken into account. The reflectance R(ν) is determined by a measurement of the ratio of the
reflected to the incident radiation at any frequency ν. The absorbance of the NG1 volume
absorber of the standard detector is given according to the model:

A νð Þ ¼ 1−R νð Þ: ð1Þ
As mentioned above this detector has to be calibrated at a single frequency ν0, i.e. its power

responsivity s(ν0) has to be determined. Then the power responsivity s(ν) at a frequency ν can
be calculated by taking the ratio of absorbance into account:

s νð Þ ¼ s ν0ð Þ⋅ A νð Þ
A ν0ð Þ ¼ s 2:52THzð Þ⋅ 1−R νð Þ

1−R 2:52THzð Þ: ð2Þ

Equation (2) holds for all frequencies v0 where the power responsivity is known and for all
frequencies νwhere the physical model is applicable, i.e. the frequencies where reflectance and
transmittance of the absorber of the standard detector are known. These frequencies may also
be within the visible spectral range.

The visible range is used for the single point calibration because the reflectance of NG1
could be measured with a HeNe laser with high accuracy. The result is RHeNe = (4.38 ± 0.03) %.
This low value is consistent with the refractive index of n = 1.52 in the visible spectral range
published in the datasheet of NG1 of the manufacturer.

Finally, the radiant power responsivity sHeNe of the standard detector is determined by
means of a HeNe laser. Thanks to the optical quality of NG1 and the resulting good
homogeneity within its aperture of 12 mm diameter, sHeNe has an uncertainty as low as 0.2 %
and is traceable to SI units because the calibration is performed at the Laser Radiometry
Working Group of PTB responsible for the dissemination of radiometric units for laser
radiometry in the optical wavelength range and adjacent spectral regions [13, 14].

Equation (2) can thus be rewritten as follows:

s νð Þ ¼ sHeNe
0:9562

⋅½1−R νð Þ�: ð3Þ

Fig. 9 Spectral THz transmittance of a 0.57 mm thick NG1 sample. The signal modulation at THz frequencies
below 0.8 THz is due to interference caused by standing waves inside the plane parallel sample.
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The quantities in Equation (3) can be determined with low uncertainty because sHeNe and
RHeNe are based on accurate measurements in the visible spectral range.

To use the physical model the spectral transmittance and reflectance in the THz range have
to be measured. The transmittance in the far infrared spectral range was measured in this work
using a Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR) spectrometer, namely a VERTEX 80v vacuum FT-
IR spectrometer from the Bruker Corporation. The result for a 0.57 mm thick sample of the
same batch as the gold-coated NG1 disc absorber of the standard detector is shown in Fig. 9.

The reflectance of an NG1 sample with the gold coating on its back side has to be measured
as well (see Fig. 10). However, the diameter of 12 mm of the absorber disc is too small to
measure the reflected signal without any losses due to clipping and diffraction of radiation at
the long wavelengths of the THz spectral range. Therefore, NG1 discs of 40 mm diameter were
ordered together with the 12 mm NG1 absorber discs and coated with gold in the same process
run. The gold-coated NG1 sample with 40 mm in diameter has the same thickness of 0.57 mm
and will therefore have the same reflection as the gold-coated NG1 absorber of the new
standard detector.

The reflectance of the 40 diameter NG1 sample was measured in the spectral range from
1 THz to 5 THz by two independent methods. In addition to measurements with the FT-IR
spectrometer, different emission lines of a molecular gas laser were used. By using the THz
laser the absolute measurement uncertainty is not more than 0.5 %. The measurement by
means of the FT-IR spectrometer reveals consistent reflectance values with an uncertainty
larger than 1 % (Fig. 10).

Within the spectral range of interest from 1 THz to 5 THz the losses due to the reflectance
R(ν) of the NG1 sample vary between 18 % and 10 %. According to Equation (1), the
corresponding spectral absorbance A(ν) varies only between 82 % and 90 %. An absolute
measurement uncertainty of 0.5 % of R(ν) yields a relative uncertainty of A(ν) well below 1 %
for any frequency ν in the THz spectral range. The combined uncertainty of the THz power
responsivity scale s(ν) is therefore 1.2 % and is mainly caused by the uncertainty of the
reflectance R(ν) at THz frequencies.

This modified detector is now used as a standard detector for power measurement and is
integrated into a facility for detector calibration at PTB.

Fig. 10 Spectral THz reflectance of a 0.57 mm thick NG1 sample. The typical standard uncertainty is shown for
some laser lines.
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3 Detector calibration facility

Detector-based radiometry with laser radiation [15] and the standard detector described in the
previous section was chosen as the optical method for the dedicated THz power responsivity
calibration facility of PTB. This method with a laser as a time-stable monochromatic radiation
source is well established for visible and infrared radiation but also suited to the long
wavelengths of THz radiation. The main advantages of laser-based calibration in the THz
range are: high spectral purity, low stray light and the lowest possible beam divergence. The
latter properties facilitate the focusing of the radiation in order to underfill the detector aperture
which is the crucial part of absolute THz power measurements [16].

Figure 11 shows the configuration for laser-based spectral responsivity measurement at the
THz detector calibration facility. The core instrument is an optically pumped THz laser. It is a
far-infrared molecular gas laser which was commercially available until 2010 [17]. The laser
system delivers an output power of multiple milliwatt continuous wave (cw) at frequencies
between 1 THz and 5 THz at a variety of rotational emission lines of selected molecular gases
at low pressures in the range of 10 Pa to 100 Pa. For example, operated with methanol as the
laser medium and with CO2 pump radiation at 9.7 μm, the methanol molecules lase between
the J=16 and J=15 rotational levels emitting radiation at 2.52 THz which corresponds to a
wavelength of 119 μm. This is the same wavelength which was used for the first calibration
experiment at PTB based on a quantum cascade laser [18].

Due to diffraction of the long wavelengths, the THz laser beam has a large divergence
which requires a diameter of 75 mm for the first focusing mirror at a 178 mm distance to the
output-coupling hole of the THz laser. A 90 degree off-axis parabolic mirror (OAPM) with a
178 mm focal length is used to produce a collimated beam which is focused by another OAPM
into the aperture of an iris diaphragm acting as a spatial filter. The diameter and position of the
iris diaphragm are adjusted to achieve a Gaussian-like beam profile (see Fig. 12). The
diaphragm is tilted off normal incidence by 10 degrees in order to avoid standing waves by
any reflected radiation of its blade.

A chopper is placed at a short distance behind the diaphragm. The gold-plated chopper
blade has two slots and a diameter of 200 mm. The large chopper wheel and the small beam
diameter at a short distance behind the focus result in a symmetric on-off power modulation
with a small 0.5 % ratio of rise time to a modulation period at typical modulation frequencies
in the range of 10 Hz to 50 Hz. As the chopper blade is coated with a gold layer and oriented at
45 degrees, the reflected THz beam can be used to monitor the power variation during the
calibration process. An aspheric plane-convex Tsurupica lens with a 30 mm clear aperture and
a 50 mm focal length is used to focus the reflected beam without clipping any THz radiation
onto the absorbing surface (12 mm diameter) of the monitor detector. The transmitted beam is

Fig. 11 Measurement setup of the THz calibration facility. The radiation emitted by the THz laser is imaged by
two off-axis parabolic mirrors (OAPM) onto the aperture of an iris diaphragm (D). The transmitted radiation is
focused by a lens into the detector under test (DUT), into the standard detector (S) or into a THz camera (C)
which are all mounted on top of a linear translation stage. The reflected radiation from the surface of a gold-plated
chopper blade (GC) is focused into a monitor detector (M) by another lens.
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focused by another Tsurupica lens with a 100 mm focal length onto the absorbing surface of
the detector under test (DUT).

The detector at the focus position is mounted on top of a horizontal translation stage
together with the standard detector and a THz camera. The displacement range of 400 mm of
this translation stage is used to position these devices one after another into the focus of the
THz laser beam and to measure the spatial variation of the sensitivity of the DUT in the
horizontal direction. The mechanical design includes two lifting tables with a 30 mm travel
range which are used to vary the vertical position of these devices.

The calibration procedure is as follows: First the focal beam profile is recorded by the THz
camera (see Fig. 11). Then the power is measured by the standard detector. The signal of the
monitor detector is recorded at the same time. Finally, the DUT is moved into the focus of the
THz beam to the same position as the standard detector and the reading of the DUT and the
signal of the monitor detector are stored. The responsivity of the DUT is calculated as the ratio
of its reading to the power measured with the standard detector. The signal of the monitor
detector is used to correct any temporal drift of the laser output power during these
measurements.

4 Conclusion

The detector calibration facility in combination with the standard detector enables PTB as the
national metrology institute of Germany to offer the accurate calibration of suitable THz
detectors as an official service which is unique in the world. The standard uncertainty of the
THz radiant power scale is 1.2 % and the uncertainty of power responsivity calibrations of
detectors can be as low as 1.7 % in the spectral range from 1 THz to 5 THz.

This low uncertainty can be achieved for calibrations of single absorber or trap detectors
described in Section 2.1. These detectors are now available for a broad frequency range in the
THz region and can be used even far beyond the calibration range from 1 THz to 5 THz. For
instance, the lower end of operation range of a metallic-coated thin film pyroelectric detector is
below 20 GHz.

Therefore, these detectors pave the way for the accurate power measurement of broadband
THz sources and bridge the gap towards the GHz range.

Fig. 12 3D plot of a typical focal beam profile of the molecular gas laser at 1.4 THz. The sensitive area of the
THz camera is 12 mm x 12 mm.
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