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Abstract: This paper presents the first chip-scale demonstration of an
intra-chip free-space optical interconnect (FSOI) we recently proposed.
This interconnect system provides point-to-point free-space optical links
between any two communication nodes, and hence constructs an all-to-all
intra-chip communication fabric, which can be extended for inter-chip com-
munications as well. Unlike electrical and other waveguide-based optical
interconnects, FSOI exhibits low latency, high energy efficiency, and large
bandwidth density, and hence can significantly improve the performance of
future many-core chips. In this paper, we evaluate the performance of the
proposed FSOI interconnect, and compare it to a waveguide-based optical
interconnect with wavelength division multiplexing (WDM). It shows that
the FSOI system can achieve significantly lower loss and higher energy
efficiency than the WDM system, even with optimistic assumptions for the
latter. A 1×1-cm2 chip prototype is fabricated on a germanium substrate
with integrated photodetectors. Commercial 850-nm GaAs vertical-cavity-
surface-emitting-lasers (VCSELs) and fabricated fused silica microlenses
are 3-D integrated on top of the substrate. At 1.4-cm distance, the measured
optical transmission loss is 5 dB, the crosstalk is less than -20 dB, and the
electrical-to-electrical bandwidth is 3.3 GHz. The latter is mainly limited
by the 5-GHz VCSEL.
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1. Introduction

The performance of microprocessors continues to improve with technology scaling, especially
through the increase of the number of cores. Communications within these chips, e.g. between
processor cores and at the memory/processor interface, will demand larger bandwidth density,
smaller latency and better signal integrity. To meet these demands, conventional electrical inter-
connects need better materials to minimize transmission loss, and increased circuit complexity
(e.g. equalization) to achieve larger bandwidth, both of which increase energy consumption.
Therefore, a fundamental change is required for the inter- and intra-chip interconnects. Op-
tical interconnect exhibits inherent advantages in loss, delay and bandwidth compared to its
electrical counterpart, and can potentially lead to significant performance gains and energy
savings [1,2]. For inter-chip communications, optical interconnects with point-to-point topolo-
gies have already been developed, typically using on-board waveguides and directly modulated
lasers [3, 4].
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For intra-chip communications, however, optical interconnect schemes previously proposed
create new challenges: packet-switching optical interconnects require either all-optical switch-
ing, which is still difficult for silicon, or repeated electrooptic and optoelectronic conver-
sions, which largely defeats optical interconnect’s advantages in latency and energy efficiency.
Circuit-switching optical interconnect needs wavelength division multiplexing (WDM) to sat-
isfy the bandwidth density requirement. WDM, however, requires precise optical filters (e.g.
microrings) with accurate wavelength control and minimal transmission loss [5], which are dif-
ficult to fabricate in large-scale chips and consume significantly more power if thermal tuning is
needed. In addition, all of these waveguide-based systems use an power-hungry external laser
as the optical power supply, which is difficult to integrate and of high cost, especially in the
WDM case.

As an alternative, free-space optics can be used to overcome some of the technical challenges
of waveguide-based systems. Free-space optics has been successfully applied in board-to-board
[6,7] and inter-chip applications [8–11]. These earlier proposals use arrays of discrete vertical-
cavity surface emitting lasers (VCSELs) and photodetectors (PDs), and interconnect them using
free-space optics. In [7], diffractive mirrors and fused silica slabs were used to guide light
beams. Due to the small diffraction angle of the mirrors, a large number of reflections are
required within the silica slab, resulting in a long optical path even for a short distance. In [6,
8], lenses with large aperture size and focal length are shared among multiple VCSELs and
photodetector arrays to increase bandwidth density. However, these macro-scale lenses are too
thick to be fabricated using standard microfabrication processes, and the long throw distance
results in a large link latency. Improved designs using microlenses [10, 11] has been proposed
to overcome these limitations.

Recently, we proposed an intra-chip optical interconnect for future multi-core processors
based on free-space optics and 3-D integrated photonic devices [12, 13]. The main objective is
to construct an all-to-all communication fabric with high bandwidth density, low latency, and
good energy efficiency without routing or switching. As shown in Figs. 1(a) and 1(b), this free-
space optical interconnect (FSOI) system consists of a photonics layer and a free-space optical
guiding medium constructed using micromirrors and microlenses, which are stacked on top of
the CMOS electronics layer by 3-D integration. The light beam generated by an electrically
modulated VCSEL is focused by a microlens at the backside of the GaAs substrate, similar
to [14]. Guided across the chip by the mirrors on the chip and package, it is focused by another
microlens onto a PD, where it is converted into an electrical signal and then processed by the
CMOS receiver. In this system, optical links are constructed directly between communicating
nodes in a totally distributed fashion, without a centralized arbitration system. Therefore, it has
significant signaling and networking advantages. First, because FSOI avoids packet switching
and the associated intermediate routing, buffering, and arbitration delays in electrical networks
or packet-switching optical networks, it can achieve extremely low latency. Second, FSOI ex-
hibits very low propagation loss, minimal dispersion, and no bandwidth degradation with trans-
mission distance. Third, FSOI saves a significant amount of energy by a) eliminating packet-
switching related energy consumption, b) powering VCSELs down in low duty-cycle operation,
and c) avoiding thermal tuning of sensitive E/O modulators in WDM systems. Fourth, FSOI’s
good signal integrity simplifies CMOS transceiver electronics, e.g. implemented as a single
laser driver in the transmitter and a single amplifier in the receiver. Finally, this system can also
be used for inter-chip communications to form a unified optical interconnect fabric through-
out the entire computer system. In this paper, we report the design, fabrication, integration
and measurement results of the first chip-scale prototype to demonstrate this intra-chip FSOI
system.
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Fig. 1. (a) Cross-sectional and (b) 3-D view of the proposed FSOI system implemented as
a 3-D integrated chip stack for a multi-core microprocessor. Note that the VCSEL arrays
are in the center and the photodetectors are on the periphery within each core.

2. Performance evaluation

In [12], we calculated the energy consumption, bandwidth and latency of the proposed FSOI
system. The analysis demonstrated that the FSOI system can support 10-Gb/s data rate with 0.5-
pJ/bit energy efficiency for up to 3.24-cm transmission distance, which is diagonally crossing a
typical 2.3x2.3-cm2 microprocessor chip. The link latency is only 115 ps, limited by the free-
space propagation of the light beam. The system achieves less than 10−12 BER with a total
bandwidth density of 6.25 Tbps/cm2 and total aggregate bandwidth of 10 Tbps when scaled up
to 36 nodes.

In this paper, we expand the analysis to compare a WDM-based optical interconnect similar
to the one in [5] with the proposed intra-chip FSOI system to illustrate the advantages of our
approach. The operation wavelength of the WDM systems is chosen to be 1550 nm, while the
FSOI system still uses 980 nm. To emphasize the effects of photonic devices and optics design,
the transceiver circuits are excluded from the calculation. To simplify the calculation, the PDs in
both systems are assumed to have 100% quantum efficiency and adequate bandwidth to support
10-Gbps data rate, which gives the WDM system an unfair advantage. Table 1 lists the optical
and photonic device parameters for both FSOI and WDM systems.

In the FSOI case, the VCSELs are based on a design demonstrated in [15], except with
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Table 1. Photonic Device Parameters for the FSOI and WDM Optical Interconnect Systems
VCSEL Microring Modulator

λ0 980 nm λ0 1550 nm
f3dB 13 GHz f3dB 9.6 GHz

ηSlope 0.67 W/A FSR 10 nm
ηWall plug 30% Q 20000

Ith 0.14 mA δλ 0.07 nm
Ion 0.47 mA ∆λ 0.383 nm
V f 1.62 V ILmod 0.0437 dB

Energy 0.069 fJ/bit Vr 7.5 V
C j 6.6 fF

Energy 183 fJ/bit

PD in FSOI PD in WDM

ηquantum 100% ηquantum 100%
RPD 0.79 A/W RPD 1.247 A/W

Lens/Mirror Waveguide

ILlens 0.1 dB αWG 0.3 dB/cm
ILmirror 0.08 dB ILbend 0.05 dB

δλ : laser linewidth ∆λ : off-tune wavelength shift

In0.2Ga0.8As quantum wells and GaAs barriers. The optical transmission loss is calculated by
adding an insertion loss of 0.1-dB for a microlens and 0.08-dB for a mirror. Gaussian beam
clipping loss at the lenses is determined by beam divergence and lens aperture size. As the
number of nodes increases, the size of the lenses are shrunk to satisfy that up to 50% of chip
area is covered by microlenses, and hence optical clipping loss at the lenses increase from 0 at
4 nodes up to 47% at 64 nodes.

In the WDM system, the light source is an external WDM laser, which is assumed to have
20% efficiency, several times larger than the state-of-the-arts. The silicon microring modulators
are based on the design in [16], operating in the carrier depletion mode. The microrings have
10-µm radius with zero power transmission at the through port when the resonance is tuned
to 1550 nm. As a good compromise between microring insertion loss and modulation power
consumption, ∆λ is chosen to be 0.383 nm, leading to a 0.0437-dB insertion loss (ILmod) when
the microring is off-tuned to make the waveguide transparent to optical data flux. A 0.77-nm
wavelength channel spacing and a total of 13 channels in each node are selected to utilize the
entire 10-nm free-spectral-range (FSR). Each channel experiences an additional 0.0662-dB loss
per node (ILmod2) due to the contribution from microrings for the other 12 adjacent channels.
Hence, the total modulator induced optical insertion loss per node increases to 0.11 dB. The
overall link optical loss is calculated by adding 0.3-dB/cm waveguide loss [17], which is very
optimistic, 0.05-dB bend loss, and 0.11-dB modulator insertion loss per node.

The chip has N communication nodes equally spaced in a
√

N ×
√

N grid. The chip size is
2.3×2.3 cm2, typical for microprocessors [18]. The longest path is calculated by multiplying
the distance between two adjacent nodes, L/

√
N, where L=2.3 cm is the chip dimension, with

the number of nodes traveled, N − 1. In addition, there are also 2× (
√

N − 1) bends on the
waveguide. Adding these two loss terms, the waveguide related optical loss for the longest path
can be expressed as:

ILWG =
L√
N
× (N −1)×αWG +2× (

√
N −1)× ILbend (1)

where αWG=0.3 dB/cm is the waveguide loss and ILbend=0.05 dB is the waveguide bending
loss. The total modulator induced optical loss for the longest path is:

ILmodulators = N × (ILmod + ILmod2) (2)
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Fig. 2. The calculated (a) optical loss and (b) energy efficiency of the FSOI and WDM-
based optical interconnect systems with respect to increasing number of nodes. The break-
down of the loss components for the WDM system is shown with dash lines. In this cal-
culation, the transceiver electronics (laser driver and receiver) are not included in the total
power consumption.

where ILmod=0.0438 dB and ILmod2=0.0662 dB. The total optical transmission loss for the
longest path is hence:

ILWDM =
2.3√

N
× (N −1)×0.3+2× (

√
N −1)×0.05+N × (0.0438+0.0662) dB

= 0.69
N −1√

N
+0.1(

√
N −1)+0.11N dB (3)

The optical transmission loss for the longest path in both systems are plotted in Fig. 2(a). The
optical loss in the WDM system increases much faster than FSOI with the number of nodes.
This can be mainly attributed to the linear increase of the modulator insertion loss with N.

Next we compare the energy efficiency of a single link in both systems. Assuming that the
required output current from the PDs in both systems is 150 µA, the laser/modulator optical
power is calculated based on the optical loss, followed by their energy consumption. For exam-
ple, the VCSEL and external WDM laser (per wavelength) need to provide 0.32 and 0.84-mW
maximum optical power at 36 nodes, respectively. The average electrical power consumed for
a single WDM link is 6.1 mW, corresponding to 0.61-pJ/bit at 10-Gbps data rate, including
0.183 pJ/bit to switch on/off the modulator. A VCSEL in the FSOI system consumes 0.69-mW
average power, corresponding to a 0.069-pJ/bit energy efficiency. The energy efficiencies of
both systems are shown in Fig. 2(b). The FSOI system performs better with N scaling, thanks
to its lower optical loss.

Note that the calculations are highly optimistic for the WDM system. First, it does not include
the power consumption for thermal tuning, required to accurately control the wavelengths of
microrings. Second, the state-of-the-art WDM laser sources have energy efficiency of a few
percentage, much worse than our assumption. Finally and more importantly, silicon microring
modulators exhibits insertion loss more than 0.5 dB [16, 19], resulting in over 60-dB optical
loss in a single 36-node link.

3. Design of FSOI chip prototype

As shown in Fig. 3, the chip-scale prototype of the proposed intra-chip FSOI system is con-
structed as a 3-D chip stack. It is designed based on the following specifications and constraints:
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Fig. 3. Cross-sectional view of the chip-level intra-chip FSOI prototype.

the chip has an area of 1×1 cm2, limited by the mask writer, mask size and autostepper lithog-
raphy tools. The longest optical path is 1.4 cm, diagonally crossing the chip. The Ge substrate
is used to build PDs and serve as a carrier for the VCSELs and microlenses. The microlenses
are fabricated on a 525-µm thick fused silica substrate. The VCSELs used in the prototype is
a commercial VCSEL array (Finisar V850-2092-001S, 1x4 array) with a pitch size of 250 µm,
and provides 2-mW optical power at 850-nm with a 5-GHz modulation bandwidth. The pitch
size between microlenses is chosen as 250-µm, matching the pitch size of the VCSEL array.
To facilitate wirebonding VCSELs and PDs to the Ge carrier, a silica spacer is inserted be-
tween the microlenses and the VCSEL/PDs. A prism is used instead of micromirrors for testing
convenience.

3.1. Optics design

The optics design involves several device parameters: VCSEL aperture size/divergence angle,
microlens aperture size and focal length, and device spacing, as shown in Fig. 4. The 850-nm
VCSEL has an aperture size of 8 µm, and the full-width half-maximum (FWHM) far-field
divergence angle is measured as 20o in free space at the operation bias point. Since there is a
200-µm height difference between the VCSEL chip and PD, the microlens aperture and focal
length need to be adjusted correspondingly. The VCSELs and PDs are located 200-µm and
400-µm away from the back of the fused silica layer, or 565-µm and 765-µm from the lenses
in air. The corresponding focal lengths are slightly less than these values because VCSELs and
PDs need to be placed further away from the focal planes.

As discussed later in Sec. 4, microlenses are fabricated based on the photoresist melt-and-
reflow technique. The desired microlens aperture size is defined by lithography, and its focal
length is achieved by choosing the specific photoresist thickness. Assuming that the VCSEL
is placed near the focal point of the VCSEL lens to capture more than 98% of the light, the
minimal aperture size should be 200 µm. The corresponding photoresist thickness to achieve
a 200-µm aperture and a 560-µm focal length lens is 10 µm. Similarly, the same photoresist
thickness results in 725-µm focal length for a 220-µm aperture microlens on the PD side.

Using the designed focal length and aperture sizes, the beam waist size and its distance from
the VCSEL microlens is calculated with respect to ∆z, the relative position of the VCSEL to the
focal point of its microlens, based on Gaussian beam propagation. As shown in Fig. 5, the beam
waist distance after the VCSEL lens is larger than 7 mm, i.e., half of the longest link distance,
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when the VCSEL is placed between 10 µm and 40 µm away from the lens. Within this range,
the beam waist size changes between 110 µm and 160 µm. Cascading it with the PD lens, the
normalized optical power transmitted through the lenses for the 1.4-cm link distance is plotted
with respect to ∆z in Fig. 6(a), when the PD is assumed to capture all incoming light. Optical
transmission peaks at ∆z between 10 and 20 µm, matching that of the beam waist distance in
Fig. 5.

Considering the power loss due to the finite PD size, the detected optical power is calculated
as shown in Fig. 6(b). The detected power does not change for PDs beyond 45-µm PD diameter.
Adding tolerance for possible integration errors, the PD size is chosen as 62×62 µm2. Next,
we evaluate the optical loss with respect to its distance for different ∆z. As shown in Fig. 7(a),
smaller ∆z leads to better transmission at longer distances primarily because of the smaller
divergence angle. When ∆z=8 µm, the total transmission loss from the VCSEL to the PD is
approximately 2 dB for link distance up to 1.4 cm, and increases to 9.3 dB at 3.5 cm.

The impact of misalignment of the VCSEL and PD with their microlenses is also examined.
As shown in Fig. 7(b), when the VCSEL is misaligned to the central axis of its microlens, the
optical transmission does not change for in-plane misalignments up to 6 µm at 1-cm distance.
At 1.4-cm and 2-cm distance, the transmission decreases by 3 dB for a misalignment of 4.5 µm
and 2.5 µm, respectively. To keep the transmission loss below 1 dB at 1.4 cm, the misalignment
needs to be less than 3 µm, which is within the accuracy of typical flip-chip bonding processes.
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Fig. 6. Calculated optical transmission (a) when the PD capture all incoming light and (b)
for different PD size, with respect to relative position of the VCSEL to the focal point of its
microlens. The link distance is 1.4 cm, and the light bounces twice on the 95% reflective
mirrors. Note that all incoming light is captured by the PD larger than 45-µm.
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Fig. 7. Calculated optical transmission (a) with respect to optical pathway at different rela-
tive distances of the VCSEL to microlens focal point and (b) for in-plane misalignment of
the VCSEL source with respect to central axis of the lens at different distances.

3.2. Signaling

In order to evaluate the whole link performance, the values of the PD responsivity, VCSEL slope
efficiency, and the device bandwidth are needed. Based on our prior work [20], an MSM Ge PD
with a hydrogenated amorphous Si (a-Si:H) layer is designed and simulated in DAVINCI. The
a-Si layer increases the Schottky barrier height of holes, and passivates the Ge surface states. It
hence mitigates the large dark current and low frequency gain of the MSM PD. A 62×62-µm2

device with a 20-nm thick a-Si:H layer, 1.25-µm contact width, 2-µm contact spacing, and
a low stress 106-nm thick Si3N4 anti-reflection coating achieves 0.37-A/W responsivity and
0.224-µA dark current at 7-V bias (Fig. 8(a)). As shown in Fig. 8(b), the simulated bandwidth
is 12.1 GHz with a 80 fF device capacitance, corresponding to a 40-GHz extrinsic bandwidth
when terminated with 50 Ω. The commercial VCSEL has a slope efficiency of 0.4 W/A and
2-mW optical power at 850-nm.

In a single-bit FSOI link, the electrical-to-electrical link gain is expressed as the product of
the VCSEL slope efficiency (0.4 W/A), PD responsivity (0.37 A/W) and the optical transmis-
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Fig. 8. Simulated (a) dark current with respect to bias voltage and (b) small-signal fre-
quency response of the MSM Ge PD at 7-V bias and 850-nm illumination.

sion (-2.1 dB):

Current Gain ≡
Iphotogen,PD

Imodulated,VCSEL
= ηe f f ,slope ×RPD ×ηtransmission (4)

Using this formula, the current gain is calculated as -20.6 dB. The link supports 7.5-Gbps data
rate, limited by the 5-GHz VCSEL bandwidth. Based on the microlens sizes, a 1×1-cm2 FSOI
chip can support 725 FSOI links, assuming that half of the chip area is reserved for mirrors to
guide the beams. This translates into a bandwidth density of 5.4 Tbps. The bandwidth density
can be further improved by 1) scaling the lens sizes with respect to the optical distances, and/or
2) sharing the PD microlens between different links as we proposed in [12].

4. Device fabrication, characterization, and integration

4.1. Ge PD and carrier

The chip prototype is designed to support 7.5-Gbps data rate per link at 850 nm. Ge is cho-
sen over other semiconductor materials thanks to its CMOS integration compatibility, which is
crucial in large-scale electronic-photonic integrations, and its good optical and electrical prop-
erties, allowing PDs to exhibit good sensitivity and large bandwidth. A metal-semiconductor-
metal (MSM) structure is chosen over p-i-n ones to reduce parasitic capacitance per area, to
allow less stringent microlens-to-PD alignment for efficient light coupling, and to simplify the
contact definition in the fabrication to a single step, while achieving reasonably good bandwidth
and responsivity [20].

The fabrication procedure begins with the passivation of the Ge wafer by consecutive HCl
and HF dip cycles, followed by 20-nm thick hydrogenated amorphous Si (a-Si:H) deposition,
serving as the surface passivation and Schottky barrier enhancement layers in order to provide
low dark current and large bandwidth. Unlike [20], increasing the hydrogen content in this
layer reduces the defect centers at the interface between a-Si and Ge, and increases the material
bandgap slightly, therefore further reducing the dark current. Then, 240-nm thick low-stress
Si3N4 is chemical-vapor-deposited (CVD) on top of the a-Si layer, serving as an isolation be-
tween the electrical lines and substrate, as well as an anti-reflection coating in the active region.
In the first lithography step, the alignment markers are etched into the carrier chip. A 1.45-µm
deep groove for the VCSEL is then patterned in the second lithography and etched into the
Ge substrate by plasma enhanced reactive-ion-etching (RIE). The third lithography step defines
the active PD area, where the metal contacts are connected to the substrate. The next step is the
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Fig. 9. The fabricated 62×62-µm2 Ge MSM PD with 98-nm Si3N4 anti-reflection coating
under 850-nm illumination: (a) PD structure, (b) responsivity and dark current, (c) impulse
response using 50-GHz sampling oscilloscope at 7-V and 10-V bias, (d) DFT converted
frequency response. The dark current density is measured as 1.7 nA/µm2 at 7-V.

removal of 140 nm of the 240-nm thick Si3N4 leaving a 98-nm thick Si3N4 film in the active
region. In the final lithography step, the contact widths of 1.25 µm and spacings of 2 µm are
patterned. The 98-nm thick Si3N4 layer at the metal contact regions is etched down to the a-
Si:H layer. Subsequently, 11-nm thick Ti and 230-nm thick Au are evaporated and then lift-off
is performed. The remaining 98-nm thick Si3N4 in between contacts in the active PD region
serves as an anti-reflection coating, and improves the responsivity. The final PD structure is
shown in Fig. 9(a). The chip photo of Ge carrier with integrated PDs is shown on the left side
of Fig. 11.

Each MSM Ge PD occupies 62×62-µm2, and exhibits 83-fF capacitance, 0.315-A/W re-
sponsivity and 7-µA dark current (Fig. 9(b)), all improved from [20]. The measured dark cur-
rent is larger than the simulation primarily due to accidental plasma damage at the a-Si:H layer
during etching of the Si3N4 layer, increasing trap surface states at the a-Si/Si3N4 interface. This
problem can be mitigated using diluted HF etching to remove Si3N4 close to the surface. The
measured responsivity is less than the simulated results due to the 12% reflections from the
surface caused by an 8-nm error in the anti-reflection coating thickness, and 4% scattering loss
caused by the surface roughness. As shown in Figs. 9(c) and 9(d), the PD bandwidth is 9.3 GHz
at a 7-V bias, mainly limited by the transit time of carriers, and wirebonds from the chip to the
PCB trace.
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Fig. 10. (a) The measured shape of the photoresist after the melt and reflow process, (b)
spot sizes of collimated beams at the back surface of the 200-µm and 220-µm aperture
size lenses. Based on the photoresist refractive index of 1.54 and the measured radius of
curvature of 384 µm, the focal length in air is calculated as 710-µm for the 220-µm aper-
ture lens. The peak-to-peak surface roughness is approximately 0.9 µm, corresponding to
a measured 1-dB optical loss.

4.2. Microlenses

We choose fused silica as the microlens material, which offers very low optical transmission
loss at 850-nm wavelength, is compatible with CMOS processes, and can be easily 3-D inte-
grated with silicon substrates. The lenses are built by melting and reflowing of the photoresist
into a spherical shape and then dry etching the pattern into silica wafer. Fabrication begins with
the plasma etching of the wafer-to-wafer alignment marks into the fused silica wafer. In the
second lithography step, 9.8-µm thick cylindrical photoresist patterns with 200 and 220-µm
diameters are defined, and subsequently melted and reflown on a temperature controlled hot
plate similar to [21]. The height of the photoresist curvature is 17 µm for 220-µm aperture
lens, corresponding to a focal point of 710 µm in air (Fig. 10(a)). After the lens curvature are
defined, the photoresist is transferred into the fused silica wafer without significantly deviating
from a spherical wave shape. The sample is finally cleaned with O2 plasma to remove the pho-
toresist remnants. The final lens thickness is measured as 15.3 µm. The fabricated microlenses
for VCSELs and PDs have 200 and 220-µm aperture size with focal point 580 and 730 µm
in air, respectively (Fig. 10(b)), exhibiting a 1-dB optical scattering transmission loss per lens.
Note that the total electrical-to-electrical loss of an FSOI link calculated in Sec. 3, 20.6 dB, is
much higher, and hence the 1-dB scattering loss is tolerable for our prototype. The total fused
silica chip area, shown on the right side of Fig. 11, is 0.84×0.84 cm2.

4.3. Chip prototype integration

The VCSEL and fabricated microlens chips need to be integrated with the Ge carrier with high
horizontal accuracy and minimal tilt and rotational errors. We use non-conductive epoxy to
bond the chips together and use wirebonding to electrically connect them. The tilt and rotational
errors between each chip are checked under the optical interferometer and minimized before
curing the epoxy. The alignment tolerance is limited to a few microns due to the 0.5-µm optical
stage resolution and a maximum +/- 5-µm axial placement uncertainty of the VCSEL chip. The
detailed integration steps are explained as following:

First, the 200-µm high VCSEL chip is mounted on the designated 1.45-µm deep grooves
on the Ge substrate via UV-curing non-conducting epoxy. Since the grooves are etched using
SF6/O2 dry-etching and coated with gold via evaporation, the surface is very smooth and flat,
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Fig. 11. Images of the Ge carrier and fused silica microlens layer in the chip prototype.

and does not have etch depth differences with respect to the surface of Ge carrier. Therefore,
the VCSEL chip placed inside the groove has a very low tilt, which is measured as 0.15 µm
and 0.27 µm along the 250-µm and 1-mm VCSEL chip width and length via an optical in-
terferometer, respectively. After the flatness of the VCSEL chip is verified and non-conductive
epoxy applied to the two sides of the chip is UV-cured, silver conducting epoxy is placed at
the bottom edges of the VCSEL chip to provide a low resistance ground contact. The VCSELs
and PDs are 0.75 cm apart, and VCSELs are wirebonded to the 1-mm long 50-Ω transmission
lines on the Ge substrate. Each PD also has a 1-mm long feed line and a pad at the end of the
line for testing. Then, a 380-µm thick fused silica spacer layer is placed on the Ge substrate
and glued by UV-curing to provide a large enough gap between bondwires on the chip and the
microlens layer. Finally, the fused silica chip is aligned to the Ge carrier using a high precision
optical stage, and glued using non-conductive epoxy after controlling the flatness of the fused
silica layer with respect to the Ge carrier via optical interferometer. The measured tilt of the
microlens chip after the integration is less than 4 µm from one edge to the other. To improve
the in-plane alignment of the VCSEL and microlens, the VCSELs in the array chip are turned
on during the alignment process to ensure that each optical beam is centered in the middle of
the microlenses. Therefore, even if the VCSEL chip is misaligned with the Ge carrier, it will
be aligned well with the microlenses. This approach causes some misalignment between the
microlenses and the PDs; however, the large PD area compensates for that.

5. Measurement results

In preparation for testing, the pads for the VCSELs and PDs are wirebonded to a printed cir-
cuit board (PCB) with RF connectors. This chip prototype assembly is mounted on an optical
test bench with a prism which functions like two face-to-face mirrors with a 45 degree angle.
Because the distance between the VCSEL chip and PDs is fixed at 0.75 cm, the prism is moved
up and down to change the transmission distance.

The electrical-to-electrical current gain of the optical link is measured as -24.4 dB and -
26.6 dB at 1-cm and 1.4-cm distances using a network analyzer. These results are used to
extract the optical transmission with respect to distance based on VCSEL slope efficiency and
PD responsivity. Similarly, the crosstalk between the adjacent links is also measured and ex-
tracted with respect to distance. As shown in Fig. 12(a), the FSOI link achieves 4-dB optical
transmission loss at 0.8-mW VCSEL optical power and 1-cm distance. The loss increases to
5.3 dB and 8 dB at 1.4 and 2-cm distance. The crosstalk between adjacent links is -23 dB at
1 cm and -16 dB at 2 cm. Crosstalk up to -20 dB does not impact the estimated BER of the
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FSOI system, because BER is mainly limited by shot noise of the PD. The 3-dB discrepancy
between the measured and calculated optical loss values is primarily due to 1) larger scattering
loss per microlens, and 2) 1.2-dB loss from the in-plane misalignment of the VCSEL and the
microlens, which is estimated as +/- 3 µm from the measurement results. The transmission
loss can be further alleviated by (a) using a VCSEL with smaller divergence angle, (b) a lens
with larger aperture size and focal length to reduce the optical clipping losses, (c) smoother
lens surface with anti-reflection coating to reduce reflection and scattering losses, and (d) better
alignment accuracy using wafer-level or flip-chip bonding techniques.
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Fig. 12. (a) Transmission and crosstalk for increasing different link distances, and (b) small-
signal bandwidth at L=1-cm distance. Note that the optical transmission changes between
-4 dB and -11 dB at 1 and 3.5-cm distances due to the scattering and clipping losses of the
microlenses. The loss can further be alleviated by using larger NA lenses with smoother
surface.

The measured small-signal 3-dB bandwidth of the FSOI link is 3.3 GHz with a 5.1-mW
total power consumption (Fig. 12(b)). Note that the frequency response and hence the 3-dB
bandwidth does not change with transmission distance. The bandwidth does not show any dis-
crepancy when the PD is biased at 7 V, because it is primarily limited by the VCSEL bandwidth
and the bondwires from the chip to the PCB.
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Fig. 13. (a) Simulated small-signal bandwidth of the MSM PD, commercial VCSEL and
the overall link, including device parasitics, and (b) measured small-signal bandwidth using
a 10-GHz VCSEL, when the PD chip is placed facing VCSEL chip without any mirrors.

To illustrate the VCSEL bandwidth limitation, the small-signal response of the optical link
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is simulated based on the experimental and simulation results of the photonics devices. The
simulated bandwidth of the MSM PD is 12.1 GHz at 5-V bias, and the VCSEL has a modeled
small-signal bandwidth of 5 GHz at 3 mA forward bias current and 1.7-V bias. The overall
bandwidth is estimated as 4.9 GHz limited by the VCSEL bandwidth (Fig. 13(a)). To demon-
strate the potential bandwidth of the FSOI link, a faster VCSEL from an earlier experiment and
the same PD are mounted on two PCBs and placed facing each other. The measured frequency
response of this setup is shown in Fig. 13(b). The -3-dB bandwidth is now 6.55 GHz, which
can support a data rate of 9 Gbps.

6. Discussion

In order to further improve the chip prototype performance, the sensitivity of the PDs needs
to be increased. Although MSM Ge PDs with the described barrier enhancement and surface
passivation techniques reduce dark current by more than three orders of magnitude, these dark
current values are still high enough to affect the signal-to-noise ratio and bit-error-rate for the
FSOI system adversely. For example, a PD with 7-µA dark current and the same optical power
levels in the performance evaluation section, the bit error rate cannot be lower than 10−9 with
a 0.5-pJ/bit energy efficiency at 10-Gb/s data rate. Simply burning more power at the VCSEL
to increase the signal-to-noise ratio reduces energy efficiency. Shrinking PD area, e.g., by more
than 10 times can reduce the dark current correspondingly, hence leading to a BER less than
10−12. However, smaller PD area puts constraints on the microlens and optics design, requir-
ing larger focal length and aperture size to achieve smaller spot size at the PD, and therefore,
limiting the bandwidth density of the interconnect system. This can be overcome by designing
one large lens to connect a link with multiple bits (VCSEL-PD pairs), similar to [8]. Alterna-
tively, changing the PD device to a p-i-n structure can significantly reduce the dark current at
the expense of process complexity.

7. Conclusion

An intra-chip free-space optical interconnect (FSOI) system is presented. The FSOI system
achieves low loss, low latency, large bandwidth and large energy efficiency for future many-
core chips. A performance evaluation shows that energy efficiency of the FSOI system is sig-
nificantly better than the waveguide-based WDM optical interconnects for a large number of
nodes. The first 3-D integrated chip-scale prototype with a 1×1-cm2 area is designed based on
real-world optical and photonic device parameters. MSM PDs are fabricated on a Ge carrier
chip, and GaAs VCSELs and fused silica microlenses are 3-D integrated on the Ge carrier. The
prototype achieves 4-dB optical loss, -23-dB crosstalk, and 3.3-GHz small signal bandwidth at
a 1-cm transmission distance. The loss increases slightly to 5 dB with -21-dB crosstalk when
the distance increases to 1.4 cm.
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