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ABSTRACT: Carbon nanotubes show vast potential to be used as
building blocks for photodetection applications. However, measure-
ments of fundamental optical properties, such as the absorption
coefficient and the dielectric constant, have not been accurately
performed on a single pristine carbon nanotube. Here we show
polarization-dependent photocurrent spectroscopy, performed on a
p−n junction in a single suspended semiconducting carbon nanotube.
We observe an enhanced absorption in the carbon nanotube optical
resonances, and an external quantum efficiency of 12.3% and 8.7%
was deduced for the E11 and E22 transitions, respectively. By
studying the polarization dependence of the photocurrent, a dielectric constant of 3.6 ± 0.2 was experimentally determined for
this semiconducting carbon nanotube.

KEYWORDS: Carbon nanotube, p−n junction, photocurrent spectroscopy, polarization, dielectric constant, quantum efficiency

Carbon nanotubes show attractive optical1,2 properties as a
direct result of their quasi-one-dimensional geometry.

This has triggered an active interest in developing carbon
nanotubes for optoelectronic device applications,3 such as
diodes4,5 and photodetectors.6 For advanced device design a
detailed knowledge about the fundamental physical properties
of the system is required. Previous studies have already
demonstrated a direct band gap and large exciton binding
energies in carbon nanotubes.1 Optical resonances in the joint
density of states arise as a direct result of the quantized nature
of the k-vector in the circumferential direction of the carbon
nanotube. Optical absorption has been previously reported for
carbon nanotube films,7−9 nanotubes in solution,10 and
nanotubes confined in zeolite channels,11 but quantitative
measurement of the absorption coefficient for an individual
carbon nanotube without environmental influence has not been
reported.
Here we show polarization dependence of photocurrent

spectroscopy measurements12,13 on a single semiconducting
carbon nanotube p−n junction. Using polarization, resonances
of the same or of different indices can be separately
addressed.7,8,14−16 We use this polarization dependence to
probe the E11 and E22 optical transitions17 and study the
enhanced absorption in these optical resonances. We obtain a
quantitative number for the quantum efficiency and attribute
this to a lower limit for the absorption coefficient in this
semiconducting carbon nanotube, something which has not
been previously reported for a single clean nanotube. In
addition, we obtain a value for the dielectric constant through
experimental measurements. This property of a carbon
nanotube has been theoretically predicted and is commonly

used as a fitting parameter; however, to the authors’ best
knowledge no experimental measurement has been reported for
this parameter on a single nanotube level.
For this work we fabricated electrically contacted individual

semiconducting carbon nanotubes. The nanotubes were
synthesized using chemical vapor deposition18 on a prefabri-
cated device structure.19 Growing the nanotubes in the final
fabrication step ensured a pristine system for the photocurrent
study. Figure 1a illustrates the carbon nanotube bridging a 4
μm wide trench in between two W/Pt contacts. In the bottom
of the 800 nm deep trench two buried W/Pt trench gates were
defined, separated by 250 nm. More information about the
device fabrication can be found in the Methods section. The
local gate structure was used to engineer the potential
landscape of the carbon nanotube.4,19,20 The nanotube device
is subject to electrostatic doping, accomplished by applying
voltage to the trench gates. Voltage of opposite polarity applied
to the two trench gates realizes a p−n junction in the carbon
nanotube. Figure 1b shows a schematic of the electrostatic
potential for the p−n junction.
The p−n junction was characterized at room temperature,

under vacuum, using scanning photocurrent microscopy21−24

(λ = 532 nm, power = 1.45 kW/cm2). Figure 1c shows a
scanning photocurrent image of the carbon nanotube p−n
junction (color) superimposed on a reflection image (gray)
where the metallic contacts and gate structure are visible. The
photocurrent image in Figure 1c provides spatial information
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about the electric field in the depletion region. This shows that
the photocurrent response indeed originates from the p−n
junction which is formed in between the two trench gates. In
Figure 1d, the corresponding line profile of the photocurrent
image (along the yellow dashed line in Figure 1c) indicates the
magnitude of the photocurrent response. The full width at half-
maximum of the photocurrent peak measures 660 nm, which is
close to our diffraction limited laser spot diameter.
We now position our laser on the p−n junction and study

the effect of polarization on the photocurrent response of our
nanotube device. When the excitation laser is polarized, two
effects are present in the carbon nanotube. One is the
depolarization effect, displayed in Figure 2a. The measured
polarization dependence of the photocurrent, collected at 1064
nm (0.91 kW/cm2), demonstrates the polarizability of our
carbon nanotube.25 This effect arises from the one-dimensional
geometry of the carbon nanotube. It results in a smaller part of

the incident electric field coupling in to the carbon nanotube
for cross-polarized light.
The second effect that appears for polarized excitation of a

carbon nanotube originates from the optical selection rules,
schematically illustrated in Figure 2b. Consider the matrix
element for an optical transition Eij, as predicted by Ajiki and
Ando,25,26 for light polarized parallel to the nanotube axis
optical transitions take place between subbands of the same
index (i = j), which has the same symmetry for the electron
wave function. For light polarized perpendicular to the
nanotube axis the angular momentum operator changes the
quantum number j by one unit. Thus, the allowed optical
transitions occur between subbands whose index differs by 1.
By studying the geometric effect of the polarization

anisotropy, we can determine the dielectric constant of this
carbon nanotube. In Figure 2a, the energy of the laser is off
resonance with any optical transition, and hence the density of
states in the nanotube is low. For a low density of states the
contribution of the carbon nanotube selection rules to the
polarization anisotropy is small, and the dominating contribu-
tion comes from the depolarization effect. The recorded
photocurrent signal can be used as a direct measure of the
electric field in the device. We consider the laser excitation field,
applied to the nanotube. The external electric field, Ee, fully
penetrates the carbon nanotube when the polarization is
aligned along the nanotube axis and is probed using the
photocurrent, Iparallel. For cross-polarized light, a smaller fraction
of the electric field is coupling in to the nanotube.27 The
amount of the externally applied electric field that is coupling in
to the carbon nanotube (the internal field, Ei) is again probed
by the photocurrent, Iperpendicular. The dielectric constant can
now be found using the relation
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where ε0 is the dielectric constant of the environment (in our
case vacuum, giving ε0 = 1) and εnanotube is the dielectric
constant of the carbon nanotube. Within this model we
consider the carbon nanotube to be a cylinder of infinite length,
with a diameter much smaller than the wavelength of the
excitation light.27 Using the detected photocurrent for parallel
and perpendicular polarization, a dielectric constant of 3.6 ±
0.2 is found for this semiconducting carbon nanotube. Theory
predicts the dielectric constant of a carbon nanotube to assume
a value between 128 and 4−529 (without taking excitonic effects
into account). Used as a fitting parameter, a dielectric constant
of for example 2.517 has been used for a carbon nanotube. Our
experimentally measured value for the dielectric constant falls
inside the boundaries of the theoretical predictions. The
measurement was reproduced on a second semiconducting
carbon nanotube device, and a resulting dielectric constant of
3.4 was found (see Supporting Information).
Next we perform polarization-dependent photocurrent

spectroscopy with our laser positioned on the p−n junction
using a supercontinuum white light source and a tunable filter.
See Methods section for further details. Figure 3 displays the
photocurrent spectra for light polarized parallel (black) and
perpendicular (red) to the carbon nanotube axis. In Figure 3a, a
clear peak for the E11 transition is visible at 0.85 eV. In
agreement with the theoretical predictions25,26 and earlier
work,7,8,14−16 this transition is probed with parallel polarized
light and suppressed for perpendicular polarization. In Figure

Figure 1. Photocurrent imaging of a suspended carbon nanotube. (a)
Device schematic. The nanotube is suspended between two metal
contacts, and the device structure contains two trench gates. (b)
Schematic of the electrostatic potential of the gate-defined p−n
junction. (c) Photocurrent imaging of the p−n junction, determining
the location of the maximum electric field to be in the center of the
trench. (d) Line profile of the photocurrent along the yellow dashed
line in (c) showing the magnitude of the photocurrent signal.

Figure 2. Effect of polarized light on a carbon nanotube. (a) The
depolarization effect. Photocurrent measurements were performed at
1064 nm as a function of polarization angle of the incident laser light.
The photocurrent is displayed in units of pA. (b) Nanotube selection
rules, where light polarized parallel to the nanotube axis probes
transitions between subbands of the same index and light polarized
perpendicular to the nanotube axis addresses transitions between
subbands whose index differ by 1.
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3b, the E22 transition at 1.36 eV is, according to the same
principle, addressed with parallel polarized light and suppressed
with perpendicular polarized light. For these parts of the
spectrum the spectral output power of the laser is flat with
regards to the nanotube features. (See Figure S4 in the
Supporting Information.) The insets in Figure 3a,b show the
angular dependence of the photocurrent for E11 and E22 as a
function of the polarization angle of the incident laser light. A
polarization ratio of the carbon nanotube can be defined as ρ =
(I∥ − I⊥)/(I∥ + I⊥). The depolarization effect alone gives a
polarization ratio of 0.40 ± 0.02. For the E11 transition a
polarization ratio of 0.72 ± 0.08 is found, and for E22 the
polarization ratio is 0.53 ± 0.05. Calculations reported by Islam
et al.7 show, similarly to our results, a smaller polarizability of
E22 compared to E11, as a result of the smaller absorption
cross section for the E22 transition. On a resonance the
polarizability of the carbon nanotube is a result of both the
depolarization effect and the optical selection rules. Knowing
the dielectric constant, these two effects could be decoupled.
However, variations in the dielectric constant with frequency29

make it difficult to accurately predict the value of the dielectric
constant of a carbon nanotube on an optical resonance.
Theoretical calculations have been performed on this frequency
variation;30−32 however, further studies are required on a single
nanotube level in the near-infrared part of the spectrum in
order to quantify this variation and make an accurate prediction
about the decoupling of the two contributions to the
polarization anisotropy on an optical resonance. For light
polarized perpendicular to the carbon nanotube axis the E12/
E21 transition is expected to show up on the low-energy side of
the E22 resonance.15 However, this transition is considerably
suppressed as a result of the depolarization effect and therefore
not visible in our measurements.
A lower limit of the absorption coefficient for an individual

suspended semiconducting carbon nanotube can be determined
from the external quantum efficiency of the carbon nanotube
device:
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where Ipc is the measured photocurrent (in A), e is the
elementary charge, Plaser is the power of the incident laser beam
(in W), Eph is the energy of the incident photons, Tobj is the
transmissivity of the objective, and Ananotube/Alaser is a
normalization with respect to the carbon nanotube surface
area exposed to the incident laser beam. The external quantum
efficiency is a combination of the absorption coefficient of the
carbon nanotube and the internal quantum efficiency of the p−
n junction. Hence, this external quantum efficiency provides a
lower limit of the absorption coefficient in this suspended
semiconducting carbon nanotube. From eq 2 an external
quantum efficiency of 0.123 electrons/photons was found for
the E11 transition, and a lower limit of the absorption
coefficient is 12.3%. Similarly for the E22 transition, the
external quantum efficiency is 0.087, and a lower limit for the
absorption coefficient is 8.7%. These results agree well with
values reported by Freitag et al.6 where the authors estimate a
quantum efficiency of >10% for their single nanotube FET
device. For a wavelength off resonance, the extracted lower
limit of the absorption coefficient is around 3%, comparable to
that measured for graphene samples.33 This demonstrates the
enhanced absorption for a carbon nanotube when the energy of
the excitation laser is on resonance with an optical transition.
Figure 4 shows the external quantum efficiency, calculated
according to eq 2, as a function of incident laser power. The
efficiency of the device is higher at lower laser powers for both
the E11 and the E22 transition. The decreasing efficiency could
be attributed to charge accumulation in the device at higher
laser powers.34 Another possible explanation for the decreasing
quantum efficiency could be local heating of the nanotube
induced by increased laser power. Heating could increase the
charge carrier relaxation rate and hence decrease the internal
efficiency of the p−n junction and thereby the external
quantum efficiency. The absorption in the E22 is generally

Figure 3. Polarized photocurrent spectroscopy on a p−n junction. (a) Light polarized parallel to the carbon nanotube axis (black) probes the E11
transition at 0.85 eV, and light polarized perpendicular to the carbon nanotube axis (red) suppresses the E11 optical transition. Inset: angular
dependence of the photocurrent (units: pA) on the polarization angle of the excitation light. (b) Photocurrent spectroscopy of the E22 optical
transition at 1.36 eV. The E22 is probed by parallel polarized light (black) and suppressed for perpendicular polarized light (red). Inset: angular
dependence of the photocurrent (units: pA) on the polarization angle for E22.
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lower than the absorption in the E11, which is in agreement
with previous findings.7

In conclusion, polarization-dependent photocurrent spec-
troscopy has been performed on a carbon nanotube p−n
junction. The E11 and E22 optical transitions could be readily
probed in parallel polarization and is suppressed for
perpendicularly polarized light. By studying the polarization
anisotropy off resonance a dielectric constant of 3.6 ± 0.2 could
be extracted from the depolarization effect. An external
quantum efficiency of 12.3% and 8.7% were measured for the
E11 and E22 optical resonances, respectively, and this states a
lower limit for the absorption coefficient for a single
semiconducting carbon nanotube. Experimentally verified
values for these physical properties of a carbon nanotube
open up possibilities for development of future optoelectronic
carbon nanotube devices, such as photodetectors and photo-
transistors, operating in the near-infrared part of the spectrum.
A carbon nanotube with a suitable optical resonance could be
used for designing photodetectors for telecommunication
applications. In addition, this work also demonstrates polar-
ization-dependent photocurrent spectroscopy as a tool for
probing selected optical transitions in individual carbon
nanotubes.
Methods. The carbon nanotube device was fabricated

starting from a piece of Si wafer covered with 285 nm thermal
SiO2. Trench gates were patterned using electron beam
lithography followed by evaporation of 5 nm W and 25 nm
Pt. The gates were 2 μm wide each and separated by 250 nm.
Next, 1 μm of SiO2 was deposited using PECVD, and the

oxide was thereafter etched away above the gates, creating an
800 nm deep and 4 μm wide trench. This left an insulating layer
of SiO2 on top of the gates. The source and drain contacts were
defined on top of the SiO2 mesas with electron beam
lithography and metal evaporation (5 nm W and 25 nm Pt).
A catalyst area was patterned with electron beam lithography

on top of the metal contact and the catalyst solution was drop-
coated on to the sample and lifted off in hot acetone. This left a
well-defined area of silica nanoparticles and FeMo catalysts for
the carbon nanotube synthesis.
Finally, the carbon nanotubes were grown in a CVD oven at

900 °C under CH4 and H2 flow. After starting growing from the

defined catalyst area the carbon nanotubes extended across the
trench and made an electrical contact between the source and
drain electrode.
The suspended carbon nanotube devices were characterized

by scanning the laser beam across a defined area of the sample
by means of two computer-controlled scanning mirrors. The
laser was focused onto the sample with an IR-coated objective
with a numerical aperture of 0.8.
In photocurrent imaging the reflected light from the sample

structure was collected by a photodiode, generating a reflection
image of the sample. Simultaneously, the current through the
carbon nanotube was measured for every laser coordinate,
generating a photocurrent image. The reflection and photo-
current images were superimposed creating an image of spatial
photocurrent response in relation to the metallic device
structure.
Basic characterization was performed with a 532 nm laser.

The E11 and E22 transitions were probed using a Fianium
supercontinuum white light source, pulsed at 20 MHz, and an
acousto-optic tunable filter (AOTF) which generated a
collimated laser beam for wavelengths between 650 and 1100
nm with 5 nm bandwidth (crystal 1) and between 1100 and
2000 nm with 7 nm bandwidth (crystal 2).
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