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A joint experiment-theory investigation of the carrier dynamics in graphene, in particular in 

the energetic vicinity of the Dirac point, is reviewed. Radiation of low photon energy is 

employed in order to match the intrinsic energy scales of the material, i.e. the optical phonon 

energy (~200 meV) and the Fermi energy (10-20 meV), respectively. Significant slower 

carrier cooling is predicted and observed for photon energies below the optical phonon energy. 

Furthermore, a strongly anisotropic distribution of electrons in k-space upon excitation with 

linearly polarized radiation is discussed. Depending on photon energy, the anisotropic 

distribution decays either rapidly via optical phonon emission, or slowly via non-collinear 

Coulomb scattering. Finally, a room temperature operated ultra-broadband hot-electron 

bolometer is demonstrated. It covers the spectral range from the THz to visible region with a 

single detector element featuring a response time of 40 ps. 
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1. Introduction 

Graphene, a single layer of sp
2
 hybridized carbon atoms arranged in a hexagonal lattice, 

is the firstly discovered material of a new class of atomically thin two-dimensional crystals 

[1,2]. It features a gapless band structure in which valence and conduction bands touch each 

other at the corners of the hexagonal Brillouin zone, namely in the K and K´ Dirac points. 

This band structure has already been calculated in 1947 as a model system for the tight-

binding approach [3]. In the vicinity of these Dirac points, there is perfect electron hole 

symmetry. The word “Dirac point” highlights the similarities between graphene electrons and 

massless relativistic particles described by the Dirac equation [4].  The similarity comprises 

the linear relationship between energy and momentum and a quantum number named 

pseudospin, which is related to the fact that the primitive graphene lattice contains two carbon 

atoms. In electrical transport, this band structure results in a peculiarity named Klein 

tunneling [5]. As a practical example, Klein tunneling implies that charge carriers move 

across a pn-junction in graphene at 100 % transmission rate when approach the junction at 

normal incidence [6]. The most prominent optical property of graphene is the so-called 

universal absorption [7]. It means that the interband absorption is independent of the photon 

energy in the linear range where the band structure can be described by Dirac cones. 

Moreover, the absorption is also independent of material parameters and just determined by 

natural constants. A single layer of graphene absorbs ≈2.3 % of the incident radiation, 

where ≈is the fine-structure constant. For higher photon energies, the absorption 

increases and reaches a maximum at the van Hove singularity corresponding to absorption at 

the saddle point (M point) of the Brillouin one. In this region, corresponding to photon 

energies of 4 – 5 eV, excitonic renormalization is important, while in the vicinity of the Dirac 

point excitonic effects are negligible [8].  In the vicinity of the Dirac points, the pseudospin of 



  

3 

 

Dirac fermions in graphene manifests itself in a selection rule for excitation, which will be 

discussed in detail in this article.  

Graphene fabrication techniques as well as electronic, photonic and bio-applications are 

reviewed in Ref. [9]. Basic static optical properties and photonic device applications are 

discussed in Ref. [10], the science and technology roadmap for graphene evaluated by the 

European Flagship is presented in Ref. [11]. Furthermore there is an extensive review article 

on photodetectors based on graphene and other two-dimensional materials [12]. In this feature 

article we focus on the ultrafast optical properties in graphene. 

The understanding of the carrier dynamics in a fairly novel material like graphene is of 

strong fundamental interest. Furthermore, the knowledge of the carrier dynamics is of key 

importance for the development of fast electronic and photonic devices [10,11]. A number of 

degenerate [13,14,15,16] and two-color pump-probe [17,18,19,20,21] studies, involving pump 

photon energies in the eV range, have identified thermalization on a sub-100 fs timescale and 

carrier cooling on a timescale of 100 fs to a few ps as the main processes involved in the 

relaxation. More recently, these studies were complemented by time- and angle-resolved 

photoemission spectroscopy (tr-ARPES), which allows one to fully trace the carrier 

occupation in energy and momentum space [ 22,23,24]. Particularly interesting findings 

related to the carrier dynamics are the observation of transient gain [ 25,26,27] and carrier 

multiplication [28,29,30,31,32,33,34,35,36]. The first effect is enabled by a bottleneck in the 

relaxation mainly due to the decrease of the density of states, the latter is mediated by 

efficient impact excitation of valence band electrons into the conduction band due to the 

vanishing band gap.  

The joint experimental and theoretical study reviewed in this article is focused on the 

carrier dynamics at low photon energies with the main goal to disentangle the role of 

Coulomb and phonon related effects. This is typically difficult to achieve at high photon 
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energies as in this case, the two scattering mechanisms occur on similar time scales. Applying 

photon energies below the optical phonon energies, however, allows one to strongly suppress 

electron cooling via optical phonon emission (Section 2). Varying the photon energy around 

twice the value of the Fermi energy reveals the role of interband versus intraband absorption 

due to Pauli blocking effects. Furthermore, we investigate an unusual effect, namely a 

strongly anisotropic occupation of photoexcited carriers in k-space upon excitation with 

linearly polarized radiation (Section 3). We make use of this anisotropy to reveal an unusual 

graphene-specific behavior of Coulomb scattering, namely very fast collinear scattering 

accompanied by comparably slow non-collinear scattering. As an application, a graphene-

based high-speed ultra-broadband detector operating in the spectral range from THz to visible 

(VIS) is demonstrated (Section 4). We note that our joint theory-experiment study of the 

carrier dynamics in Landau quantized graphene is reviewed in a separate article published in 

this special issue [E. Malic et al., citation when available].   

 

 

2.  The carrier-dynamics in the vicinity of the Dirac point 

 

We have carried out degenerate and two-color pump-probe experiments in a wide range of 

photon energies (10 meV – 1.55 eV). To this end, various short-pulse laser systems, namely 

titanium-sapphire lasers, an optic-parametric oscillator and the free-electron laser FELBE 

were employed. The investigated graphene samples were produced by thermal decomposition 

of hexagonal SiC [37]. They consist of 30 to 50 electronically decoupled layers, grown on the 

C-terminated side of SiC [38]. While the layers close to the interface are highly doped, the 

majority of layers are almost intrinsic featuring Fermi energies in the range from 10 – 

20 meV. In accord with earlier studies by Sun et al. [17,19] our experiments in the near-

infrared (NIR) spectral range reveal a contribution from the highly doped layers, namely 

when the photon energy is in the vicinity of twice the Fermi energy of a particular doped layer 
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[39]. For all other photon energies, however, the response observed in the pump-probe 

experiments stems predominantly from the large number of almost intrinsic layers.  

 

 

Figure 1: Principle of degenerate pump-probe spectroscopy at energies above (red arrows) 

and below (blue arrows) the optical phonon energy (a). Carrier cooling time  deduced from 

degenerate pump-probe experiments at different photon energies (b). Different lattice 

temperatures are indicated by the type of symbol (circle or square). The dashed line is a guide 

for the eye; the shaded region indicates the region where the SiC substrate is opaque due to 

phonon absorption. Experimental transient induced transmission (c) and calculated change in 

occupation  (d) of the occupation of the conduction band states corresponding to the 

optically addressed momentum k0. The figure is adapted from Ref. [39]. 
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In Figure 1 the results of degenerate pump-probe studies are summarized. The optical 

pumping results in an increased transmission due to Pauli blocking. The response in the NIR 

and mid-infrared (MIR) spectral range can be described by a double exponential decay with a 

fast component on the 100 fs timescale and a slower one in the range of a few ps. The first 

one is associated mainly with the thermalization of the initial non-equilibrium carrier 

distribution while the latter one is mainly connected to carrier cooling [40]. For low photon 

energies the decay is well described by a single exponential decay corresponding to carrier 

cooling. The dependence of the cooling time constant  on photon energy is depicted in 

Figure 1b. A pronounced increase in the cooling time is observed as the photon energy is 

decreased to values below the optical phonon energy  ≈ 200 meV (Figure 1b and 1c). This 

directly shows that optical phonons constitute an efficient channel of carrier cooling and that 

this channel is strongly quenched at energies below .   

The performed experiments are complemented with microscopic theory that is based on 

graphene Bloch equations [41, 42] offering access to time-, momentum-, and angle-resolved 

carrier and phonon dynamics in optically excited graphene. Exploiting the Heisenberg 

equation of motion, we derive a set of coupled differential equations for the (i) microscopic 

polarization 𝑝𝑘 = 〈𝑎𝑣𝒌
+ 𝑎𝑐𝒌〉 describing the optical excitation, (ii) carrier occupation probability 

𝜌𝑘 = 〈𝑎𝜆𝒌
+ 𝑎𝜆𝒌〉 in the state k and the band , and (iii) phonon number 𝑛𝒒

𝑗
= 〈𝑏𝑗𝒒

+𝑏𝑗𝒒〉 in the 

mode j and with the momentum q. We use the formalism of second quantization introducing 

creation and annihilation operators for electrons (𝑎𝜆𝒌
+ , 𝑎𝜆𝒌)   and phonons (𝑏𝑗𝒒

+ , 𝑏𝑗𝒒) . The 

equations explicitly include the carrier-light interaction as well as carrier-carrier and carrier-

phonon coupling accounting for Coulomb- and phonon-induced intra- and interband 

scattering processes, respectively. The corresponding matrix elements are calculated with 

tight-binding wave functions in the nearest-neighbor approximation [41]. The many-particle 
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interactions are treated on the same microscopic footing within the second-order Born-

Markov approximation [41,42]. For more details on the applied theoretical approach, see the 

related feature article Malic et al. 

For comparison with the experiment the change in occupation  of the optically probed 

states with momentum k0 (i.e. 5.4 × 10
7 

m
-1

 for E = 72 meV and 1.9 × 10
7 

m
-1

 for E = 

245 meV, respectively) is calculated. This quantity is proportional to the change in 

transmission [43]. The calculated curves are in good qualitative and quantitative agreement 

with the experimental data (Figure 1c and 1d). The microscopic modelling also provides 

further insights that cannot be directly deduced from the experimental results. In particular, 

theory shows that even for photon energies below the optical phonon energy the cooling of 

the carrier distribution is still mainly caused by the emission of optical phonons. This is 

possible for hot carriers that are Coulomb scattered to states lying energetically above the 

initially optically populated states. Scattering via acoustic phonons, on the other hand, is 

much slower, namely on timescales of 100 ps [39,40]. Note that the dependence of  on 

photon energy depicted in Figure 1b indicates that manybody Coulomb scattering is essential 

to understand the full cooling dynamics. In the absence of Coulomb scattering one would 

expect a sharp change in  to appear at around E = 2  ≈ 400 meV, as this is the energy 

where optically excited carriers can scatter towards the bottom of the conduction band via 

optical phonon emission. However, around this energy the cooling time is rather constant. 

Consequently, the assumption of a distribution broadened by Coulomb scattering is essential 

to understand the observed trend. In two-color pump-probe experiments with blue-shifted 

probe beam we have obtained direct evidence for hot carriers above the optically excited 

states [39]. These results are in accord with the findings of other groups [16,21,44,45] that 

provide evidence for a fast thermalization on a sub-100 fs timescale. In Section 3 of this 
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article we discuss important aspects of Coulomb scattering, which is the main mechanism for 

thermalization.  

 

 

Figure 2: Relative pump induced transmission change for different pump fluences observed in 

degenerate pump-probe experiments at photon energies 20 meV and 30 meV, respectively (a). 

Calculated real part of the dynamic conductivity for different electron temperatures. The 

values are normalized to 0 = e
2
/4, the universal conductivity value of graphene. The content 

of the Figure is published in Ref. [40]. 

 

At low photon energies a change in sign of the signal is observed in degenerate pump-

probe experiments (Figure 2a). Positive signals, i.e. induced transmission, at higher photon 

energies correspond to a bleaching of the interband transition by Pauli blocking. For photon 

energies below 2Ef, on the other hand, absorption increases with increasing electron 

temperature (Figure 2b), resulting in pump induced absorption [40]. For our samples this 

occurs in the spectral range where the intraband Drude peak at low energies merges with the 

broadened Fermi edge (Figure 2b). At low pump photon energies the change in sign is seen 

clearly in the experiments when the photon energy is tunedaround 2Ef. At higher fluences, 

however, the induced transmission can turn negative, even though E > 2Ef (not shown). A 
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detailed analysis of experimental data in both transmission and reflection geometry has 

revealed that this change in sign is caused by pump-induced reflection [46]. The pump 

induced change in absorption is always negative, corresponding to bleaching of the transition. 

Nevertheless, the induced transmission turns negative as induced reflection over-compensates 

the reduced absorption at higher fluences [46]. Even though the bleaching of the interband 

transition most commonly dominates the response in the regime E > │2Ef│, there can be 

subtle effects of intraband absorption even at high energies. In particular, our microscopic 

modelling has revealed that pump-probe signals in the NIR range (i.e. E >> 2Ef) can feature a 

small negative tail (induced absorption) after a much stronger positive peak (induced 

transmission) due to intraband absorption by the photoexcited carriers [47]. We have observed 

such signals experimentally [39,Fehler! Textmarke nicht definiert.], similarly to many other 

groups [16,18,48,49,50]. Before clarification by microscopic modelling, the origin of the 

small negative tails was controversially discussed. In particular, band renormalization effects 

[16], charge transfer from the substrate [18] and intraband absorption [50] have been 

suggested as possible mechanisms. 

In the following we put the results presented in Figure 2 in a broader context and discuss 

a number of optical-pump THz-probe and nonlinear THz transmission experiments of other 

groups on different types of graphene samples. Note that the probe energy is the essential 

quantity here, since in many experiments the pump beam will result in a hot Fermi-Dirac 

distribution on timescales faster than the temporal resolution of the experiments. However, 

this argument may not always hold, as will be shown in section 3. In order to obtain a clear 

sign change when the photon energy is swept through │2Ef│, a number of requirements have 

to be fulfilled. As one can see from Figure 2b the sign change is expected if the region around 

the Fermi edge is clearly separated from the Drude peak. Another – less obvious – 

requirement is that the Fermi energy itself and the electron temperature are not too high. For 



  

10 

 

low Fermi energies and low electron temperatures the temperature dependence of the Fermi 

edge (more precisely: of the chemical potential) has only marginal influence on the dynamic 

conductivity (cf. Figure 2b). In the opposite case, a pronounced shift of the chemical potential 

and an according change of the Drude peak as a consequence of sum rule requirements are 

expected. This effect is discussed in more detail in section 4 (discussion of Figure 9). For the 

epitaxial graphene samples with a low Fermi energy for a large number of layers [51], an 

induced absorption is also seen in optical-pump THz-probe experiments using single cycle 

pulses. These THz pulses contain mostly photons of energies below 5 meV and therefore 

probe the Drude peak. This has been reported by the group of F. Rana [52,53] and we have 

obtained similar results for our samples [54]. Tuning the Fermi energy in gated single layer 

graphene also revealed induced absorption of THz photons of few meV for the case of almost 

neutral graphene [ 55 , 56 ]. At higher Fermi energies, the response switches to induced 

transmission. This has been explained as a switching from a semiconducting behavior for 

almost neutral graphene to metallic behavior for highly doped graphene. In the case of the 

metallic response the number of optically generated carriers is negligible compared to the 

carrier concentration due to doping. The material becomes more transparent since the Drude 

weight is reduced due to the temperature dependence of the chemical potential (see also 

section 4). In detail, also the dependence of the momentum relaxation time on electron 

temperature plays a role [44]. For graphene grown by chemical vapor deposition, featuring a 

high Fermi energy of about -300 meV, induced transmission was found [44,57,58] in accord 

with the studies on gated graphene. Note that single layer graphene samples, no matter if it is 

graphene grown by chemical vapor deposition, exfoliated and transferred to another substrate 

or grown epitaxially on the Si-terminated face of SiC, are highly doped. In contrast, the 

majority of layers in multilayer graphene on the C-terminated side of SiC is almost neutral. In 

summary, the response at low photon energies can be complex, depending mainly on the 
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Fermi energy of the sample, but also on the predominant scattering mechanism, the range of 

probed electron temperature and the exact photon energy of the probing radiation. 

Nevertheless the multitude of phenomena can be understood when the relevant dependencies 

are considered in the expression for the dynamic conductivity. 

 

Figure 3: Calculated carrier occupation in the conduction band after excitation with a linearly 

polarized radiation pulse of E = 1.55 eV (a). The polarization of the radiation is along the x-

direction. Squared matrix element for interband absorption for radiation polarized along the x-

direction (b). Schematic representation of an optically induced anisotropic population in the 

conduction band and orientation of valence (blue) and conduction band (red) pseudospins in 

the Dirac cones at the K and K´ points, respectively (c). Parts (a) and (b) are adapted from  

Ref. [42].  
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3.  Optically induced anisotropy and its decay 

Before discussing the role of Coulomb scattering versus phonon scattering, it is instructive to 

review specifics of interband excitation in graphene. The band structure of graphene is 

isotropic in the region described by Dirac cones. Consequently, the linear optical properties 

are isotropic, i.e. linear absorption does not depend on the orientation of the polarization of 

light with respect to the orientation of the crystal lattice. However, the preferential direction 

induced by the electric field of the radiation results in a two-fold symmetry of the squared 

interband transition matrix element that is calculated from the graphene tight binding wave 

functions (Figure 3b) [41,42,59]. Consequently, the conduction band occupation by carriers 

induced by linearly polarized radiation is strongly anisotropic (Figure 3a). In particular, 

electrons occupy preferentially states in the direction perpendicular to the direction of the 

electric field of the radiation (Figure 3a). Such an optically induced anisotropy was predicted 

by Grüneis et al. for graphite in the year 2003 [60]. In that article the anisotropy is directly 

linked to the lack of a leading-order quadratic term in the band structure. In materials with 

parabolic band structure and a typically complex structure of the valence band, effects related 

to spin-orbit coupling and selection rules with respect to circularly polarized radiation have 

been reported [61 ,62 ,63 , 64 ]. However, to our knowledge no anisotropy in the carrier 

occupation upon excitation with linearly polarized radiation has been observed in materials 

with parabolic dispersion in pump-probe experiments.  

Finally, we note that the graphene Dirac equation, which describes the behavior of the 

carriers in the vicinity of the K and K’ points of graphene, provide an elegant explanation of 

the optically induced anisotropy [65,66]. Dirac electrons in graphene feature a good quantum 

number called pseudospin, which is related to the graphene lattice containing two 

indistinguishable atoms per primitive unit cell [67,68]. The pseudospin is oriented parallel or 

antiparallel relative to k for electrons and holes in the vicinity of the K and K´ point, 
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respectively, as depicted in Figure 3c. The commutator relationship of the Hamiltonian for 

interband excitation with the pseudospin operator is zero along the momentum direction 

parallel to the electric field of the radiation. This means that the pseudospin is preserved. 

However, an interband excitation always requires a pseudospin flip (see Figure 3c). 

Therefore, a population of states with k-values in the direction of the electric field is inhibited 

[65,66].  

 

Figure 4: Scheme of degenerate pump-probe experiments with a probe beam polarization 

parallel or perpendicular to the pump beam orientation (a). Measured relative pump induced 

transmission change for the two polarization configurations (b). Calculated normalized 

transmission change for the two polarization configurations (c). Reprinted with permission 

from Ref. [72]. Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.  

 

First experimental evidence for an optically induced anisotropic carrier distribution was 

found in coherent [69,70] and incoherent [71] photocurrent measurements. In the following, 

we present direct evidence for the anisotropic carrier distribution in degenerate NIR pump-

probe experiments at room temperature. To this end, both pump and probe beams are linearly 

polarized. The relative orientation of the probe beam is either parallel or perpendicular to the 

polarization of the pump beam (Figure 4a). Thus, we preferentially probe the states that are 

either strongly or weakly populated by the optical excitation, respectively (cf. Figure 3 and 4). 
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Note that this anisotropic excitation occurs simultaneously in both the K and K´ Dirac cone. 

The observed induced transmission is more than twice as large for the parallel polarization 

configuration as compared to the perpendicular polarization scheme (Figure 4b) [72,73]. The 

anisotropic carrier distribution has also been observed in pump-probe experiments in 

reflection geometry [74,75]. Again, our experimental findings are in very good agreement 

with the predictions by microscopic theory (cp. Figure 4b and 4c) [72]. In particular, in both 

experiment and theory the transmission for both polarization directions equalizes within 

150 fs after the excitation. Hence, an isotropic distribution is reached on this timescale. The 

microscopic theory shows that emission of optical phonons is responsible for rapidly reaching 

an isotropic distribution within this short time scale (Figure 5) [76]. In detail, mainly the LO 

phonons (and to a much lesser extent the TO phonons) result in the rapid formation of an 

isotropic contribution [76]. Furthermore, optical K phonons leading to intervalley scattering 

[77], contribute to the rapid formation of an isotropic carrier distribution in each Dirac cone 

[76].  

Coulomb scattering, on the other hand, is preferentially collinear and therefore 

redistributes carriers rapidly along a given k-space orientation, but does not significantly 

redistribute carriers into states of different angles. This is a direct consequence of the angular 

dependence of intraband Coulomb scattering described by |𝑉|2~(1+cos𝜑1)(1+cos𝜑2) , 

where V is the intraband Coulomb matrix element and iis the angle between the momenta of 

initial and final state of two scattering electrons i = 1, 2 [76].  
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 Figure 5: Angular distribution of the conduction band occupation upon excitation with 

linearly polarized light at an energy of 1.55 eV (polarization oriented at 0°). Figure reprinted 

from Ref. [76]. 

 

Figure 6: Principle of a single-color pump-probe experiment (a) and corresponding 

experimental induced transmission for the two polarization schemes (b). Principle of a two-

color experiment (c) and corresponding experimental induced transmission for the two 

polarization schemes (d). Figure taken from Ref. [78]. 
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The theoretical prediction of pronouncedly different roles of Coulomb scattering versus 

carrier phonon scattering in the process of reaching a thermalized isotropic carrier distribution 

calls for an experiment of similar distinctiveness. In that experiment, we make use of the 

strongly quenched optical phonon emission for E <  demonstrated in section 2. As depicted 

in Figure 6b, the anisotropy is preserved on a ps timescale when the photon energy is reduced 

to 88 meV [78]. This clearly shows that the quenching of optical phonon emission allows one 

to access a regime where the preferentially collinear Coulomb scattering preserves the 

anisotropic distribution over times that are much longer than the previously discussed 150 fs. 

Another conclusive test is provided by a two-color experiment (cf. Figure 6c and 6d). Here we 

increase the pump photon energy to 1.55 eV, while keeping the probe photon energy fixed at 

88 meV. In this case, no anisotropic distribution is observed, pointing towards a rapid angular 

redistribution of excited carriers by optical phonons.  

Let us stress that the comparison of the degenerate and two-color experiments actually 

provides insights that go beyond of what we have discussed in section 2. Since pump and 

probe photon energies were varied simultaneously in the degenerate pump-probe experiments 

presented in section 2, one cannot distinguish which effects are related to pump and probe 

photon energy, respectively. Many studies strongly suggest that it is the probe beam energy 

which crucially determines the observed dynamics. Firstly, the similar relaxation times of 

10 – 20 ps obtained in our low-energy degenerate pump-probe experiments and in optical-

pump THz-probe experiments support this hypothesis [52, 79 ]. Secondly, there is clear 

evidence for the formation of a hot-carrier distribution on a sub-100 fs timescale 

[16,21,39,44,45]. Consequently, the value of the pump-photon energy should not matter at 

times beyond ~100 fs. In fact, this assumption is the basis of the thermodynamic model 

developed by D. Turchinovich’s group [44]. This model has described the results of a variety 
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of experiments very successfully [44,46,80]. However, our findings depicted in Figure 6 

indicate that the electronic system in graphene can “remember” the pump energy even on a ps 

timescale. Apparently, in the regime of low photon energies and low fluences the 

thermodynamics model can fail to predict all aspects of the carrier dynamics. In this regime, 

both non-collinear Coulomb scattering and carrier-phonon scattering are sufficiently slow to 

preserve an anisotropic – and consequently not fully thermalized – carrier distribution on a ps 

timescale.  

 

 

 

Figure 7: Experimental pump-induced transmission in degenerate pump-probe experiments at 

a photon energy of 88 meV. The red transients correspond to parallel, the blue to 

perpendicular orientation of the probe polarization with respect to the pump polarization. In 

the left column (a-d) the pump fluence is varied, while the substrate temperature is kept 
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constant at 20 K. In the right column (e-h) the pump fluence is kept constant at 1µJ/cm
2
 while 

the substrate temperature is varied. Figure adapted from Ref. [78]. 

 

Finally, we make use of the quenched optical phonon emission to trace the non-collinear 

Coulomb scattering. In Figure 7 the results of degenerate pump-probe experiments at E = 

88 meV are presented. The difference between the two transmission transients obtained in the 

two polarization configurations becomes smaller with increasing fluence. This is a 

consequence of the increased number of photoexcited electrons in the conduction band at 

higher fluences. Naturally, the higher number of electrons results in a higher probability for 

non-collinear Coulomb scattering. Varying the substrate temperature, on the other hand, 

essentially does not affect the observed anisotropy of the carrier distribution. The only change 

induced by temperature variation is the cooling time: it becomes shorter for the highest 

substrate temperature of 300 K, which can be related to increased carrier-phonon scattering 

[40,78]. However, the cooling time is still longer than the timescale of non-collinear Coulomb 

scattering. Thus, the temperature increase from 200 K to 300 K does not diminish the 

observed anisotropy, which indicates that the decay time of the anisotropy is comparable to 

the duration of the excitation pulse (4 ps) even at room temperature. Not shown here, but 

discussed in Ref. [78], microscopic theory reveals the same trends as seen in the experiment. 

With regard to potential applications the fairly long-lived anisotropic carrier distribution 

may be attractive. Many optoelectronic devices such as detectors [81 , 82 ,83 ], optically 

switched THz modulators [84], or saturable absorbers [85] rely on hot carriers. One may 

exploit the anisotropic distribution induced by linearly polarized radiation in devices with 

optimized electrode geometry. It is particularly attractive for applications that the anisotropic 

distribution is maintained over several picoseconds and not just femtoseconds, even at room 

temperature.  
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Our study was focused on almost intrinsic graphene. It remains an interesting question for 

further investigations in what manner electrons in the conduction band (or, equivalently, holes 

in the valence band), provided by doping, influence the Coulomb scattering dynamics of 

photoexcited carriers.  

In the following section we use the gained knowledge of the carrier dynamics in a wide 

spectral range for an application example, namely an ultra-broadband high-speed detector 

based on a bolometric effect by hot electrons. 
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4.  Fast ultra-broadband graphene based detectors 

The conversion of optical into electrical signals by fast detectors with a temporal resolution of 

less than 100 ps is important for optical communication applications as well as for 

fundamental research. Depending on the spectral region, these detectors are based on different 

operation principles. In the ultraviolet (UV), VIS, and NIR spectral range, photoconductive 

detectors based on interband excitations in semiconductors are widely used [86]. Using 

narrow-gap semiconductors such as mercury cadmium telluride (MCT), this mechanism can 

also be employed in fast MIR detectors [87]. However, in the far-infrared (FIR) and THz 

frequency range different principles are required. Hot-electron bolometers (HEBs) that exploit 

the superconducting-to-normal phase transition feature fast response, large spectral 

bandwidth, and high sensitivity [ 88 ]. However, they have to be operated at cryogenic 

temperatures. Fast room temperature detectors in the THz region can be based on the photon 

drag effect [ 89 ] or on rectification, e.g. realized in Schottky diodes [ 90 ], field-effect 

transistors (FETs) [91], or superlattice detectors [92]. The sensitivity of rectifiers rolls off 

rapidly towards higher frequency. This limits their operation typically to the lower THz range, 

even though some devices function at frequencies above 20 THz [93]. Broadband THz 

operation is achieved by either coupling the detector element to a broadband antenna or by a 

large area detector design. A large number of graphene-based detectors exploiting various 

mechanisms such as the photoconductive effect [94], photo-thermoelectric effect [95,96], 

bolometric effect [97] and rectification in field-effect transistors [98] have been demonstrated. 

Different devices cover different spectral regions from the THz to the UV range (for a review 

see Ref. [12]). Here we present a fast room temperature operated detector where one single 

detector element covers the spectral range from THz to VIS. 
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Figure 8: Detector in a copper block with SMA connector (a). Optical micrograph of the inner 

part of the antenna of a detector element of the second generation with the outline of the 

graphene flake marked in red (b). Optical micrograph of a detector of the third generation (c). 

Signal transients from detector elements of the first (d), second (e), and third generation (f), 

exposed to radiation pulses of 4.4 THz (d and e) and 28 THz, respectively. Part (b), (d) and 

(e) are adapted from Ref. [99], part (a), (c) and (f) from Ref. [83]. The differences between 

the three generations of detectors are explained in the main text. 

 

All our detectors consist of a doped single-layer graphene flake (size 10 – 30 µm range) 

contacted to a logarithmic periodic antenna via interdigitated electrodes (Figure 8b and 8c). 

The antenna allows one to efficiently collect radiation of wavelength larger than the graphene 

flake. The outer part of the antenna is contacted to an SMA connector via a strip line. We 

have fabricated detectors in three different configurations. The first generation was based on 
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an exfoliated graphene flake on doped Si covered by SiO2. Here, two types of metals (Au/Ti 

and Pt) were used for the two arms of the antenna (Figure 8b). Second generation detectors 

again employ exfoliated graphene, but on intrinsic Si/SiO2 substrates and with Au/Ti layers 

for both antenna arms. For the third generation, graphene grown by chemical vapor deposition 

(CVD) transferred to a SiC substrate is applied in conjunction with Au/Ti metallized antenna 

arms (Figure 8c). We find that the photo-thermoelectric effect due to different Seebeck 

coefficients and the bolometric effect contribute almost equally to the obtained signal in the 

detectors with two different metallizations. At zero bias, only the photo-thermoelectric 

response is observed. The other detectors require a bias voltage for symmetry breaking and 

rely solely on the bolometric mechanism, which is explained in detail at the end of this 

section.  

Due to the large capacitance provided by the doped silicon and the antenna, detectors of 

the first generation feature fairly long fall times (ns range) of the signals (Figure 8d). In 

contrast, the detectors on insulating substrates are very fast. For the third generation, SiC is 

chosen as a substrate in order to increase the spectral bandwidth. The absorption by interband 

transitions as well as phononic absorption in the substrate limit the spectral bandwidth of the 

second generation to frequencies below 10 THz [99]. The use of SiC with a bandgap of 3 eV 

as a substrate for the third generation of detectors enables operation from THz to VIS without 

any gap. This has been demonstrated by using various pulsed laser sources (THz gas laser, 

free-electron laser, frequency doubled fiber laser) from 0.6 THz ( = 496 µm, E = 2.5 meV) 

to 384 THz ( = 780 µm, E = 1.6 eV) [83]. Notably, no degraded performance is observed in 

the region of strong phononic absorption in SiC (24 THz – 50 THz), cf. Figure 8f. To the best 

of our knowledge such an ultra-broadband operation has not been shown previously for any 

fast detector. We expect the upper frequency limit of the detector to be 725 THz ( = 

413 nm), corresponding to the 3 eV band gap of SiC. On the low frequency side we do not 
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expect a sharp cutoff. Basically the outer dimension of the antenna determines the longest 

wavelengths, which are still collected efficiently. The fast ultra-broadband detectors are very 

valuable for multicolor spectroscopy, where the timing of different pulsed sources has to be 

monitored and controlled [100]. 

In addition to the change in substrate, also the electric transmission line was improved for 

the third generation of detectors. This results in faster rise and fall times. Furthermore, better 

impedance matching almost eliminates the subsequent electrical pulses (see Figure 2e) caused 

by reflections of the electric signal. Detectors of the third generation are characterized by a 

rise time of 40 ps and a signal duration (full width at half maximum) of 45 ps [83].  

 

Figure 9: Calculated occupation in the conduction band of graphene featuring Ef  = 300 meV 

(a). Real part of the dynamic conductivity in units of 0 = e
2
/4, calculated for Ef  = 300 meV 

and a momentum relaxation time of 10 fs (b). Schematic illustration of the spectral bandwidth 

of the detectors on SiC substrates (c).   

 

As mentioned above, the detectors with similar metallization layers for both antenna arms 

require a bias voltage. Upon irradiation, the bias current through the graphene flake is 
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reduced. This behavior allows one to rule out a number of possible detection mechanisms, 

namely the photo-thermoelectric, photoconductive, photovoltaic, photogalvanic, and photon 

drag effects. The response can be explained, also quantitatively, by the bolometric effect [83]. 

The principle is illustrated in Figure 9. Heating of the carrier distribution results in a 

broadening of the Fermi edge. Furthermore, because of the linear increase of the density of 

states with energy, the chemical potential decreases with increasing temperature as the 

number of electrons remains constant (Figure 9a) [44]. This in turn modifies the dynamic 

conductivity. Since the spectral weight of the interband absorption is increased by the reduced 

Fermi energy, the spectral weight of the intraband Drude part has to decrease in order to 

fulfill the sum rule. The resulting reduced dc conductivity is responsible for the detector 

signal. In detail the response may be more complicated since the momentum relaxation time 

can also depend on electron temperature [44,101 ,102]. Nevertheless, the simple model 

considering just a temperature dependent chemical potential already provides an intuitive 

understanding of the mechanism and also allows us to quantitatively describe the detector 

response [83]. Consequently, the ultraboadband detector presented here is a graphene-based 

HEB. 

Figure 9b illustrates that the real part of the dynamic conductivity in typical CVD grown 

graphene at room temperature exhibits non-zero values for all photon energy, since the Drude 

peak at low energies merges with the broadened Fermi edge of the interband conductivity. As 

a result, the detector absorbs electromagnetic radiation at all energies. Note that a short 

momentum relaxation time, typically associated with low quality graphene, is actually helpful 

in this context as it yields a broad Drude peak.  

Finally we attempt to discuss our HEB detector and other graphene-based detectors 

within general frame of fast detectors operated at room temperature. By fast, we consider here 

detectors with response times below 1 ns. The noise-equivalent power (NEP), even though 
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more difficult to specify, is a more valuable number as compared to the detector responsivity. 

Consequently, in Figure 10 the NEP of a number of detectors is depicted over a wide 

frequency range from sub-THz to the visible spectral range. The NEP defines the minimum 

detectable power, thus a low NEP value stands for a sensitive detector. The NEP values 

presented here are related to the incident power on the detector. In some cases, in particular 

for the graphene-based HEB [99] and the GaAs FET detector [93], the noise of the electronic 

system exceeds the noise from the detector. Hence, the provided values should be considered 

as upper limits. We note that the graphene HEB, GaAs/AlGaAs superlattice detector [92] and 

the GaAs FET detector have been tested in a similar manner at FELBE. For the other 

detectors literature values are presented.   

Photodiodes, e.g. based on GaAs, feature a very low NEP in the NIR range [103]. At the 

other side of the considered spectral range, namely at sub-THz frequencies, the same is true 

for Schottky diodes [104,105]. However, Schottky diodes are not well-suited for detection of 

short laser pulses due to their very low damage threshold. The NEP of Schottky diodes, the 

superlattice detector and the GaAs FET increases roughly quadratically with increasing 

frequency. This is the typical behavior of a rectifying detector due to the limitations imposed 

by RC time constants. FIR photon drag detectors [106, 107] exhibits a similar dependence, 

however the underlying physical origin is different. The NEP of the photon-drag detector 

increases quadratically with frequency because the free-carrier absorption in the doped 

semiconductor decreases quadratically. The strongly increasing NEP of many THz detectors 

towards higher frequencies causes a lack of fast sensitive detectors in the MIR region. This 

seems surprising, since in region MCT detectors show excellent performance. However, they 

require cooling and typically only reach response times in the range of 100 ns. There is a 

report on a MCT detector featuring a response time of about 1 ns, however no NEP is 

specified for that detector [108].  
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Our graphene HEB features a fairly high NEP, but it covers an extremely wide spectral 

range. In particular, it covers the MIR range, where not many fast, sensitive and room-

temperature operated detectors exist. The other graphene-based detectors incorporated in the 

Figure 10 are a graphene-based FET [98] and a graphene photo-thermoelectric detector [109]. 

Detection with a fast response time has not been demonstrated for the FET, however, the 

detector design should enable fast operation. For the photo-thermoelectric detector a rather 

low NEP has been achieved. This detector has been applied to THz pulses and it should be 

possible to extend its spectral range. Similar to the improvement of the graphene HEB this 

may require replacing silicon by a better suited substrate material. Finally, it is worth noting 

that other novel two-dimensional materials also enter the scene as detector materials, as 

indicated by the photoconductive detector based on black phosphorous [110] and a photo-

thermoelectric detector based on the same material [111]. 

 

Figure 10: NEP of various fast and room-temperature operated detectors in the frequency 

range from sub-THz to NIR. The data for the graphene HEB and the GaAlAs superlattice 
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detector, an optimized version of the detector described in Refs. [92, 112] were measured at 

FELBE, as well as the data for the GaAs FET detector [93]. The data for the other detectors 

stem from the following sources: GaAs photodiode, Ref. [103]; black phosphorous based 

detectors photoconductive detector Ref. [110], and photo-thermoelectric detector Ref. [111]; 

graphene photo-thermoelectric detector, Ref. [109]; graphene-based FET, Ref. [98]; photon 

drag detectors for FIR and MIR, Refs. [89, 106, 107, 113]; Schottky diodes, Ref. [104,105].  

 

5.  Summary 

We have shown that time resolved spectroscopy at low energies, i.e. in the range of the optical 

phonon energy and the Fermi energy, is very rewarding. Strong signatures in the experimental 

results, such as sign changes of the signals, provide direct evidence for microscopic processes 

such as interband versus intraband absorption. Moreover, the role of carrier-carrier and carrier 

phonon scattering can be disentangled clearly in experiments that make use of the optically 

induced anisotropy in graphene. The strong link between microscopic theory and experiments 

allows one to understand the underlying physical mechanisms in great detail. Our results may 

be attractive for optoelectronic device applications based on hot carriers such as detectors, 

modulators or saturable absorbers. As an example, we have demonstrated a graphene-based 

high-speed hot-electron bolometer operating at room temperature. Here a single detector 

element covers the spectral range from the THz to the visible region without any gap. 
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Graphical Abstract 

 

The carrier dynamics in graphene is investigated in a joint experiment-theory study, with a 

particular focus on optical excitations at low energies. The role of carrier-phonon and carrier-

carrier scattering is clearly disentangled and a twofold behavior for carrier-carrier scattering is 

revealed: (i) fast collinear scattering and (ii) comparably slow non-collinear scattering. 

Furthermore fast ultrabroadband detectors, covering the range from THz to visible, are 

demonstrated.  
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