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Writing and reading 
with the longitudinal component 
of light using carbazole‑containing 
azopolymer thin films
Alexey Porfirev1*, Svetlana Khonina1,2*, Nikolay Ivliev1,2, Alexei Meshalkin3, 
Elena Achimova3 & Andrew Forbes4

It is well known that azobenzene-containing polymers (azopolymers) are sensitive to the polarization 
orientation of the illuminating radiation, with the resulting photoisomerization inducing material 
transfer at both the meso- and macroscale. As a result, azopolymers are efficient and versatile 
photonic materials, for example, they are used for the fabrication of linear diffraction gratings, 
including subwavelength gratings, microlens arrays, and spectral filters. Here we propose to use 
carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films to directly visualize the longitudinal component of 
the incident laser beam, a crucial task for the realization of 3D structured light yet remaining 
experimentally challenging. We demonstrate the approach on both scalar and vectorial states of 
structured light, including higher-order and hybrid cylindrical vector beams. In addition to detection, 
our results confirm that carbazole-containing azopolymers are a powerful tool material engineering 
with the longitudinal component of the electric field, particularly to fabricate microstructures with 
unusual morphologies that differentiate from the total intensity distribution of the writing laser beam.

The possibility of controlling the multiple degrees of freedom of light, including the amplitude-phase distribution 
and polarization state, has gained traction of late, for what is now referred to as structured light1. This in turn 
has opened up the way for many unique techniques and devices exploiting this new found control, including 
overcoming the diffraction limit in imaging with stimulated emission depletion (STED) microscopy2–4, optical 
trapping and tweezing to realize optically driven micro-rotors and micromechanical pump5,6, and enhanced 
materials processing with vectorial light7,8 to name just a few. Here, both two- dimensional (2D) and three-
dimensional (3D) vectorially structured fields are exploited9,10, the former limited to transversally inhomoge-
neous light while the latter includes a longitudinal component to the electric field for 3D tailored light. While 
the creation of such 3D light fields is well established11,12, the detection of the longitudinal component of the 
electric field remains experimentally challenging, including nanotomographies13–15, scanning near-field optical 
microscopy (SNOM)16–18 and direct recording of the focal pattern in photoresist19. In the terahertz (THz) spectral 
region, it is possible to directly observe the longitudinal component and even obtain specific phase information 
for it using THz time-domain spectroscopy technique or electro-optic sampling20,21. However, in the visible and 
ultraviolet ranges, the short period of the electromagnetic waves significantly complicates this detection. This is 
in stark contrast to the ease with which one may visualize the transverse components of a light field - photo and 
video cameras record the intensity, different types of Shack-Hartmann sensors can detect the wavefront22, and 
polarimeters allow one to determine the local polarization direction in the transverse plane of the light field23,24. 
Rather than a special category of structured light, almost all optical beams exhibit the longitudinal component. 
In some cases, for example, under sharp focusing conditions, the larger part of light energy is exactly in the 
longitudinal component of the light field, where some of the aforementioned approaches fail altogether.

An emerging solution to this problem is the use of anisotropic materials that are sensitive to the polarization 
orientation of the illuminating radiation, for example, azobenzene-containing polymers (azopolymers)25–29. It 
is well known that the orientation of azobenzene molecules changes upon irradiation with polarized light, mak-
ing them efficient and versatile materials for different photonic applications, such as the fabrication of linear 
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diffraction gratings, including subwavelength gratings, microlens arrays, spectral filters, and many others26,30. 
This is a unique group of materials in which the photoisomerization reaction of azobenzene molecules induces 
the material transfer at both meso- and macroscale31. Under the illumination of polarized light, after light 
absorption, azobenzene molecules are redistributed perpendicular to the polarization of the light27,28. Although 
azo-polymer mass transfer induced by the longitudinal component of light has been demonstrated, the literature 
presents contradictory explanations for the mechanisms, while material choice has prohibited differentiation 
of the transverse and longitudinal components, making direct measurements of the longitudinal field strength 
problematic. Note that the observed effect of formation of the structure, the profile of which corresponds to the 
structure of the longitudinal component of the electric field can also occur for other photosensitive polymers. 
In this case, an important point is that the structures are not formed due to the longitudinal component of 
the electric field (it can be quite small). The longitudinal component is only convenient for approximating the 
structure/profile of the formed relief. Obviously, the longitudinal component of the electric field is completely 
determined by the complex distribution of the transverse components and the state of polarization. Therefore, 
in fact, it is the state of polarization (i. e. the ratio of the transverse components) that determines the shape of 
the formed structures, as noted in other works, including32.

Here we propose to use carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films to directly visualize the longitudinal 
component of the incident laser beam, a crucial task for the realization of 3D structured light yet remaining 
experimentally challenging. We demonstrate the approach on both scalar and vectorial states of structured light, 
including higher-order and hybrid cylindrical vector beams. In addition to detection, our results confirm that 
carbazole-containing azopolymers are a powerful tool material engineering with the longitudinal component of 
the electric field, particularly to fabricate microstructures with unusual morphologies that differentiate from the 
total intensity distribution of the writing laser beam. We show the new possibilities of using carbazole-containing 
azopolymer thin films to determine the characteristics of the polarization state in the case of both uniformly and 
non-uniformly polarized light fields (higher-order and hybrid cylindrical vector beams) as well as to encode 
information in the polarization state of the light. Moreover, we provide the qualitative model describing the 
profiles of the microstructures shaped under the illumination of a structured laser beam with the predetermined 
intensity and polarization distribution and discuss the possible mechanism of their formation.

Results
Measurements of the parameters of uniformly‑polarized laser beams.  Figure 1 shows the total 
intensity distributions and individual electric field components of a sharply focused (NA = 0.85) linearly polar-
ized Gaussian beam calculated using the Richards-Wolf equation33. A rotation of the polarization direction by 
an arbitrary angle leads to the rotation of all components by the same angle, resulting in the shaping of a rotated 
elongated light spot in the focal plane. Previously, it was presented that in the case of illumination of a trans-
PMA-DR1 thin film using x-polarized laser beams, only x-component of the electric field contributes appreci-
ably to the formation of the nanostructures34. Under the action of polarized laser radiation, the azobenzene 
molecules absorbing light are redistributed perpendicular to the polarization direction at the nanoscale while 
the material undergoes directional photoinduced motion at the microscale. The temporary molten azopolymer 
moved along the polarization direction from higher intensity to lower intensity.

However, our results obtained with carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films demonstrate the formation 
of the structures with other profiles. From the atomic force microscope (AFM) images presented in Fig. 1, the 
profiles of the shaped microstructures repeat the inverted structure of the z-component of the electric field. 
The irradiation intensity and the exposure time were 10 kW/cm2 and 1 s, respectively, and the laser beam was 
focused on the film surface. During the experiments, the higher energy of incident laser radiation leads to the 
larger height of the formed central bump35. The similar relationship between the surface deformations and the 
longitudinal component of the electric field was mentioned by Grosjean and Courjon in the case of illuminating 
Bessel beams with radial, azimuthal, and circular polarization when PMMA-DR1 polymer used, which consists 
of azo-chromophore DR129. The surface modulation was proportional to the longitudinal intensity; however, the 
concentrations of the material were mainly located in the maxima of the longitudinal component distribution, 
which contradicts all statements about the movement of the azopolymer from higher intensity to lower intensity. 
The results presented in Fig. 1 clearly demonstrate the movement of the carbazole-containing azopolymer from 
the areas of higher longitudinal component intensity to the areas of lower longitudinal component intensity. 
The difference between these results can be explained by the different structures of the azopolymer molecules 
used, as well as the different thicknesses of the films used. Either downward forces or upward forces dominate 
in a direction parallel to the polarization direction36. Thus, one can assume that the polarization sensitivity of 
carbazole-containing azopolymer molecules can initiate material transfer in accordance with the distribution 
of the intensity of z-component of light. Note, the contribution of the longitudinal component compared to the 
transverse components is insignificant: the ratio of the maximum intensity of the z-component to the maximum 
of the total intensity is 0.04.

Such polarization sensitivity of carbazole-containing azopolymers can be used for the implementation of 
polarization detectors, allowing the determination of the polarization direction. The last row in Fig. 1 demon-
strates the diffraction patterns obtained when the illuminating linearly polarized Gaussian beam ( � = 633 nm) 
is diffracted on the fabricated microstructures. The profiles of the fabricated microstructures are similar to the 
profiles of the degenerate, one-dimensional diffractive gratings or Hermite-Gaussian mode HG02 formers37,38. 
The presented intensity distributions generated at the distance of approximately 10 μm from the thin film surface 
clearly demonstrate the formation of the corresponding three-light-spot patterns. From these distributions, any-
one can determine the direction of the linear polarization from just one measurement. Moreover, this method 
is not sensitive to the fluctuations of the intensity of the incident laser radiation, since similar microstructures 
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are formed in a wide range of used powers of the incident laser radiation that deforms the surface of the azo-
polymer thin film. Indeed, the formation of similar structures at the nanoscale was demonstrated with the laser 
radiation that had an intensity of 6.25∼62.5 W/cm234. The presented results demonstrate the formation of a 
series of elongated microprotrusions rotated by 12 degrees relative to the adjacent structure. In this case, for a 
full 180-degree rotation, we can encode 15 different polarization states, each of which can encode a tetrad of one 
byte from 0001 to 1111. Then, the absence of the formation of the characteristic microprotrusion corresponds 
to 0000. As mentioned above, such microstructures were formed upon exposure to laser radiation with a power 
of 10 kW/cm2 for 1 second; however, previously, it was shown that the type of surface deformation induced by 
the longitudinal component is weakly dependent on the exposure time36. Thus, we can expect the formation 
of similar microprotrusions with profiles repeating the inverted z-component of the electric field at noticeably 
shorter exposure times when using high-power laser systems, including pulsed laser systems.

Figure 1.   Linearly polarized laser beams for the structuring of carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films and 
exploitation of the fabricated microprotrusions that determine the polarization direction of the light. The white 
arrows in the initial laser beam intensity distributions show the linear polarization orientation. The white dashed 
lines in the generated diffraction patterns show the orientation of the line passing through the centers of the 
generated three light spots, coinciding with the polarization direction of the writing laser beam.
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The use of other uniform polarization states, namely the circular/elliptical polarization, provides one addi-
tional degree of freedom for encoding information in comparison with the linear polarization. In this case, not 
only the orientation of the polarization ellipse but also the ellipticity can be used for information encoding. 
Figure 2 demonstrates these results.

The generated intensity distribution of the z-component of the electric field in the case of a circularly polarized 
Gaussian beam is a ring transforming into the contour of an ellipse (see a left group of images in Fig. 2). In this 
case, the ellipticity of the formed microprotrusions corresponds to the ellipticity of the polarization ellipse of 
the illuminating writing laser beam. In addition, the rotation of the polarization ellipse of the illuminating laser 
beam leads to the rotation of all three components of the electric field like in the case of the linearly polarized 
Gaussian beam. This rotation leads to the rotation of the formed elliptically-shaped microprotrusions on the 
surface of the carbazole-containing azopolymer thin film (see a right group of images in Fig. 2).

The experimentally generated diffraction patterns obtained as result of the diffraction of a linearly polar-
ized Gaussian beam on the fabricated microstructures corresponds to the intensity distributions generated by 
elliptical apertures - the central elliptical spot with ellipticity corresponding to the ellipticity of the polarization 
ellipse of the writing laser beam. When the elliptical polarization of the writing laser beams degenerates to the 
linear polarization, the fabricated microprotrusions generate three-light-spot patterns. The orientation of the 
polarization ellipse of the writing laser beam can be easily determined from the intensity patterns of the laser 
beam diffracted on these structures (see the last row in the right group of images in Fig. 2). Then, it is possible 
to use the combination of these characteristics of elliptically polarized light, the polarization orientation, and 
ellipticity to encode more than one tetrad of a byte - for example, possibly determining at least four different 
ellipticities (like in the case shown in Fig. 2) allows one to encode two additional bits. The ellipticity of the 
microprotrusions and the generated diffraction patterns determine the two lowest (bit positions 0 and 1) bits in 
the number, while bits with positions from 2 to 5 can be encoded in the polarization direction (like in the case 
of linearly polarized writing Gaussian beam considered above). Previously the possibility to use ultrafast laser 
systems for processing azopolymers and one-shot writing of complex structures was shown39. The repetition 

Figure 2.   Elliptically polarized laser beams for the structuring of carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films 
and exploration of the fabricated microprotrusions that determine both the polarization direction of the light 
and the ellipticity of the polarization ellipse. The white circles in the initial laser beam intensity distributions 
represent the polarization ellipses. The white dashed ellipse in the generated diffraction patterns highlight the 
generated on-axis elliptical light spots and the white dashed lines show the orientation of the major axis of the 
generated elliptical light spots.
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rate of such systems is in the kHz to MHz range and we believe that this is sufficient for the implementation of 
optical encoding/decoding information systems.

Detection of the polarization order of high‑order cylindrical vector beams.  The polarization sen-
sitivity of carbazole-containing azopolymers allows one to not only determine the polarization characteristics 
of uniformly polarized laser radiation but also to determine the polarization order of non-uniformly polarized 
laser beams such as cylindrical vector beams (CVBs). As was mentioned above, the first order CVBs, azimuth-
ally and radially polarized ones, were previously used for the formation of thin films of PMMA-DR1 polymer. 
However, the formation of only very simple structures such as nano- and micro dips and protrusions has been 
demonstrated29,36. It is well known that CVBs have an azimuthal symmetry not only in polarization structure 
but also in transverse intensity, which remains even in the case of focusing40. The total intensity of higher-order 
CVBs, taking into account the longitudinal component of the electric field, has a non-annular shape (see Fig. 3) 
that predicts the formation of complex nano- and microstructures, with structures representing z-component of 
a formed light field. Note, in this case, the contribution of z-component as compared to the transverse compo-
nents increases as compared to the case of uniformly polarized beams: now the ratio of the maximum intensity 
of the longitudinal component to the maximum of the total intensity is 0.3 for radial polarization (a first-order 
CVB) and with an increase in the polarization order this value decreases up to 0.15 in case of fourth-order CVBs.
The fabricated microstructures in the case of CVBs with orders from first to fourth are shown in the last row of 
Fig. 3. As was mentioned, the transverse intensity distributions of the focused CVBs have an annular shape while 
the fabricated microstructures are sets of alternating dips and protrusions located around the circumference. The 
number of dips and protrusions equals the number of extremums in the intensity distribution of the longitudinal 
component of the focused light field and equals to 4(p-1), p is the polarization order. That is less than the number 
of extremums in the intensity distributions of x- or y- components(which equals to 4p). The interesting situation 
is in the case of an azimuthally polarized laser beam (first-order CVB) with a zero longitudinal component of the 
electric field; a dip is formed, but the depth of this dip is about seven times smaller (60 nm versus 400 nm) than 
the depth of the dip formed in the case of the radially polarized laser beam. The profile of the formed structure 
replicates the structure of the total intensity distribution of a sharply focused laser beam - the material moves 

Figure 3.   CVBs for the structuring of carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films. The white arrows in the 
initial laser beam intensity distributions represent the local orientation of the polarization vector.
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from the areas of high intensity on the generated light ring to the areas of low intensity in its center and along 
the outer border of the light ring.

The presented results for higher-order CVBs clearly demonstrate the possibility of determining the polariza-
tion order, as well as distinguishing the types of CVBs - in essence, whether the CVB used for laser writing is 
“radially” polarized(the inner polarization rotation of the beam 0 degrees) or “azimuthally” polarized(the inner 
polarization rotation of the beam 90 degrees). It is obvious that an arbitrary angle ϕ0 (see Eq. (7) in Methods) can 
be chosen as the inner polarization rotation of the pth order CVB, and the orientation of the fabricated complex 
structures is defined by this angle ϕ0 . This is similar as the orientation of the microprotrusions formed using a 
linearly polarized Gaussian beam is defined by the polarization direction. Thus, it is possible to visualize and 
determine the polarization order and the inner polarization rotation angle of the used CVBs. The importance 
of possibly determining the polarization order is explained by the fact that CVBs have begun to be actively used 
in optical communication systems with mode division multiplexing. This allows the polarization order to be 
used as another degree of freedom for information encoding. In addition, it should be noted that the fabricated 
microstructures are in fact phase sinusoidal multi-sector plates whose binary versions are widely used for the 
generation of superpositions of vortex beams with opposite topological charges and orbital angular momentum 
(OAM) states in free-space communication systems41,42, as well as for the formation of hybrid higher-order 
cylindrical vector beams43. In fact, detecting the polarization order of CVBs is possible using film polarizers; 
however, they only allow one to see one of the transverse components of the intensity distributions. In addition, 
they do not allow the differentiation of positive polarization orders from negative ones, since the transverse 
components of the ±p th CVBs are practically the same43,44. Note that the structure of the inverted z-component 
and the AFM topography images have some differences for the second-order CVB. This is due to the fact that 
the inverted z-component is only a simple and convenient approximation of the relief shape. For a more accurate 
model describing the relief formation, see the Discussion and conclusion section.

Detection of hybrid CVBs.  Finally, the possibility of visualizing the longitudinal component of the hybrid 
higher-order CVBs was demonstrated. For the generation of such laser beams representing superpositions of 
CVBs with different orders and inner polarization rotation angles, combinations of CVBs with a fixed polariza-
tion order and a phase multi-sector plate with a π-phase shift between neighboring sectors are used43. The total 
intensity and polarization distributions of such laser beams have an azimuthal symmetry; however, the trans-
verse intensity distributions have non-annular shapes. While x- and y- components of the electric field have 
different structures for different hybrid CVBs, the central part of the z-component is again a set of light maxima 
located around the circumference (see Fig. 4).

An interesting fact is that in these numerically and experimentally obtained results, the numerical aperture of 
the used microobjective focusing the generated hybrid CVBs on the surface of a carbazole-containing azopolymer 
thin film is only 0.5. This corresponds to the case of not sharp but rather moderate focusing conditions. In this 
case the energy of the longitudinal component is three times less than the energy of the transverse components 
of the field. However, the experimentally formed microstructures (especially in the case of focusing a fourth-
order CVB passing through a ten-sector plate) clearly demonstrate the absolute matching of the formed micro-
structures’ profiles on the surface of the film and the distribution of the inverted longitudinal field component.

In the first case shown in the top row of Fig. 4, the structure of the hybrid CVB formed as a result of the 
focusing of an azimuthally polarized (a first-order CVB) laser beam passing through a phase four-sector plate is 
defined as a difference of a -1 order CVB, with the inner polarization rotation angle ϕ0 equal to 90 degrees and a 
+3 order CVB with the same inner polarization rotation angle: ep=−1,ϕ0=π/2 − ep=3,ϕ0=π/2

43. In the second case 
shown in the bottom row of Fig. 4, a superposition of ep=−1,ϕ0=0 − ep=9,ϕ0=π/2 was generated (with p = -1 in 
the central part and p = 9 in the peripherical area). Thus, it is possible to visualize the longitudinal component 
of the incident laser beam.

Figure 4.   Hybrid CVBs for the formation of carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films. The white arrows in 
the initial laser beam intensity distributions and total intensity distribution of a focused laser beam represent the 
local orientation of the polarization vector.
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Discussion and conclusion
Unfortunately, today, there is no excellent theory that can completely describe the formation process of the 
nano- and microrelief on the surface of thin azopolymer films. However, in this work, we made an attempt to 
show the possibilities of visualizing the longitudinal field component using carbazole-containing azopolymer 
thin films and using them to determine the characteristics of the polarization state in the case of both uniformly 
and non-uniformly polarized light fields. The assumption put forward in this work about the key influence of the 
longitudinal field component on the profiles of microstructures formed on the surface of carbazole-containing 
azopolymer thin films is also confirmed by the results on the interference recording of one-dimensional diffrac-
tive gratings, shown earlier for interfering laser beams with different combinations of polarization states45. It 
has been repeatedly shown that the greatest contrast of the recorded gratings is observed when using two laser 
beams with orthogonal P:P polarizations, as opposed to beams with different combinations of polarizations 
(for example, two orthogonal S:S polarizations, or right- and left circular polarization). In all these cases, the 
longitudinal component has a similar structure, which matches the structure of the one-dimensional gratings 
formed on the surface of the film. Herewith, the longitudinal component of the field has the greatest energy just 
in the case of two laser beams with orthogonal P:P polarizations.

In addition, to explain the obtained results, we modeled several characteristics of the considered beams (see 
Fig. 5):

scattering force (proportional to Poynting vector):

gradient force:

“polarization” non-gradient force46:

divergence of polarization force defined by Eq. (3) is proportional to the structure of the formed relief, as shown 
in47:

As can be seen from Fig. 5, the characteristic Re
[

∇Fp

]

 very well approximates the structure of the formed relief, 
while the structure of the longitudinal component |Ez |2 is also close to the structure of the microrelief formed in 
the azopolymer thin film. Since it is much easier to calculate the distribution of |Ez |2 than Re

[

∇Fp

]

 , the intensity 
distribution of the longitudinal component can be used as the expected profile of the formed structure.

It should be noted that in Ref.48, a model was proposed for describing the formed microrelief based on the 
following expression:

(1)Fs ∝ Re
(

E
∗ ×H

)

(2)Fg ∝ ∇|E|2

(3)Fp ∝
(

E
∗ · ∇

)

E

(4)hp ∝ Re
[

∇Fp

]

(5)hm(x, y)∝(c1 + c2)M0 + c1M1 + c2M2 + c3M3 + cBMB

Figure 5.   Comparison of the influence of the light field characteristics defined by Eqs. (1)–(4) on the structure 
of the formed relief in the case of the pth order illuminating CVBs.
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w h e r e  M0 = ∂2

∂x2
|Ex|2 + ∂2

∂y2
|Ey|2,  M1 = ∂2

∂x2
|Ey|2 + ∂2

∂y2
|Ex|2,  M2 = ∂

∂x
∂
∂y (E

∗
y Ex + E∗xEy), 

M3 = ∇2|Ez |2 = ∂2

∂x2
|Ez |2 + ∂2

∂y2
|Ez |2, MB = ∂

∂xRe(E
∗
z Ex)+

∂
∂yRe(E

∗
z Ey).

A comparative study of the influence of various components of the model defined by Eq. (5) on the structure 
of the experimentally formed relief showed that the most significant term is M3 = ∇2|Ez |2 , which actually 
corresponds to the inversion of the intensity of the longitudinal component, as well as the sum of two terms 
M0 +M2∝Re

[

∇Fp

]

 , which is close to the value defined by Eq. (4). As can be seen from Fig. 6, the structure of 
the inverted longitudinal component is very close to the structure of the model defined by Eq. (4) (up to inver-
sion). Therefore, taking into account the simplicity of the calculation the inverted longitudinal component can 
be used as an approximate model of the formed relief.

These considerations can also explain the weak dependence of the spiral-shaped microstructures formed 
on an azobenzene-containing polymer film illuminated by vortex beams with different topological charges that 
Ambrosio et al. had demonstrated in 201246. Analysis of the distributions of the longitudinal field component 
outside the focal area shows it matches with the profiles of the spiral-shaped microstructures formed in the 
case of linearly polarized optical vortices and predicts the impossibility of spiral mass transport in the case of 
circularly polarized optical vortices.

The examples presented by us demonstrate that carbazole-containing azopolymers are in fact a powerful tool 
for exploiting the longitudinal component of the electric field when it is necessary to fabricate microstructures 
with unusual morphologies that are different from the total intensity distribution of the writing laser beam. In 
particular, we offer an approach for writing with and detecting the longitudinal field component in vectorial 
light distributions, which we hope will inspire further research into the exciting interface of structured light and 
structured matter.

Methods
Direct laser writing setup.  For the realization of direct laser writing of microstructures on the surface of 
carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films, we used an optical setup based on a reflective spatial light modula-
tor (SLM) HOLOEYE PLUTO VIS (1920×1080 pixels, pixel size of 8 μm) which is shown in Fig. 7a. A linearly 
polarized Gaussian beam from a solid-state laser ( � = 532 nm) was extended and collimated with a combina-
tion of two lenses L1 and L2 with the focal lengths of 25 and 150 mm. The output laser power was varied in the 
range from 15 to 35 mW depending on the structure of the laser beam used for laser writing of microstructures. 
The collimated laser beam was directed onto the SLM with the help of mirrors M1 and M2, and the modulated 
reflected laser beam was spatially filtered with a combination of two lenses L3 and L4 with focal lengths of 500 
and 150 mm, as well as a circular diaphragm D. The mirrors M3, M4, and M5, were used to direct the modulated 
laser beam into the input pupil of a micro-objective MO1 (NA = 0.85 for the experiments with uniformly polar-
ized Gaussian beams and NA = 0.5 for the experiments with higher-order CVBs and hybrid CVBs). The glass 
substrate S with a carbazole-containing azopolymer thin film mounted on the 3-axis XYZ translation stage was 
located in the focal plane of the micro-objective MO1. A system consisting of a light bulb IB, a spherical lens L6 
(focal length of 50 mm), a mirror M6, and a micro-objective MO2 (NA = 0.1) was used to illuminate the surface 
of the glass substrate. A polarization transformer (a half-wave plate, a quarter-wave plate, or a first/second-
order q-plate depending on the experiment) was located before the micro-objective MO1 to transform initial 

Figure 6.   Comparison of the influence of various components of the model defined by Eq. (5) on the formation 
of the relief in the case of the pth order illuminating CVBs.
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x-polarized laser radiation into a linear polarization with the desired orientation, circular/elliptical polarization, 
or a cylindrical polarization of the first and second orders. For the generation of higher-order CVBs, combina-
tions of q-plates and half-wave plates were used49. A beam splitter BS, lens L5 (focal length of 150 mm), and a 
video camera CAM (TOUPCAM UHCCD00800KPA; 1600×1200 pixels, with a pixel size of 3.34 μm) were used 
to observe the surface of the glass substrate with the carbazole-containing azopolymer thin film during laser 
writing. A neutral density filter F was used to decrease the intensity of the observed laser beam.

The SLM was utilized for the realization of phase masks of multi-sector plates which are used for the genera-
tion of hybrid CVBs. In the experiments with uniformly-polarized (linearly, circularly, or elliptically-polarized) 
Gaussian laser beams or with higher-order CVBs, the SLM was applied only for the realization of blazed diffrac-
tive gratings guiding the shaped laser beam in the first diffraction order.

Preparation of azopolymer thin films.  Carbazole-based polymer 9-(2,3-epoxypropyl)carbazole (EPC) 
and azodye Disperse Orange 3 (DO3) were utilized in this study. DO3 was purchased as a commercial product 
from Sigma-Aldrich Company50. DO3 molecules were chemically attached to EPC oligomer by polycondensa-
tion scheme at a temperature of 120◦ C for 4 hours. The molar ratio between EPC and DO3 was 90/10. The 
synthesized copolymer EPC:DO3 was purified by precipitation in hexane and then in methanol. Scheme of 
synthesis and chemical structure of EPC:DO3 is presented in Fig. 7b.

The thin polymer films were prepared from the homogeneous copolymer solution by spin coating proce-
dure using programmable spin-coater “SGS Spincoat G3P-8”51. The thickness of the polymer film was varied by 
changing the concentration of polymer solution and the rotation speed of spin coating. In this work, polymer 
thin films were prepared by spin-coating of the 100 wt. % polymer solutions in toluene onto a glass substrate. 
Orientation conditions for polymer solution deposited in 5 cm diameter optical glass substrate (BK7) were as 
follows: 1 cm2 of liquid dispensed on the disk at rest, subsequently accelerated in about 3 s to 800 rpm, and 
spun for 60 s. Obtained films were dried in an oven at 60◦ C for 6 hours. The film thickness was determined by 
a microinterferometer microscope MII-4 with developed software52 and was around 1.20 μm. Figure 7b shows 
the UV-Vis transmission spectra for resulting azopolymer film EPC:DO3. The absorption maximum consists 
of a wide band peak centered in 450 nm with a FWHM of 120 nm. At 532 nm (the recording laser wavelength) 
azopolymer film has transmission about 50%, that allows the entire volume of the film to be used.

Thin films obtained by spin-coating method were checked by experimental apparatus for investigating photo-
induced anisotropy using pump-beam-induced light at 473 nm and probe-wavelength wavelength at 650 nm. It 
was demonstrated that that thin azopolymer films before pump light irradiation are optically isotropic in red light.

Figure 7.   Laser writing and analyzing of microstructures on the surface of the carbazole-containing 
azopolymer thin film. (a) Optical setup for laser writing of microstructures on the surface of the carbazole-
containing azopolymer thin film. Insets show an example of a phase mask of a multi-sector plate used in 
the experiments for the transformation of a CVB into a hybrid CVB and an optical microscopy image of the 
microstructures fabricated on the surface of the carbazole-containing azopolymer thin film using a second-
order CVB. (b) Scheme of synthesis and chemical structure of EPC:DO3 and transmission spectra of EPC:DO3 
azopolymer film. Green arrow indicates wavelength of recording laser (532 nm). (c) Optical setup for optical 
characterization of the fabricated microstructures on the surface of the carbazole-containing azopolymer thin 
film.
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Profile measurements and analysis.  For the measurements and analysis of the structure of the fabri-
cated microstructures, we used a scanning probe microscope NT-MDT SOLVER Pro-M. In this case, a semi-
contact operating mode was used, which is characterized by a minimal mechanical effect of the silicon probe on 
the sample surface. The tip curvature radius of the probe did not exceed 10 nm. The line scanning frequency was 
0.5 Hz, with a study area of 20× 20 μm. The speed of movement of the silicon probe corresponding to the indi-
cated parameters, at a resonant frequency of its oscillations of 235 kHz, made it possible to measure the profile 
of microstructures without geometric distortion in a reasonable time.

Optical characterization.  Figure 7c shows the optical setup used in the experiments for the optical char-
acterization of the fabricated microstructures and analysis of the light fields generated by them. A linearly polar-
ized Gaussian laser beam ( � = 633 nm, P out = 1 mW) collimated using a pinhole PH (aperture size 40 μm) and 
a lens L1 (focal length 350 mm) was focused by a microobjective MO1 (3.7× , NA = 0.1) onto the surface of the 
glass substrate with fabricated microstructures in a carbazole-containing azopolymer thin film (P). A diaphragm 
D1 was used both to separate the central spot of the Airy disk resulting from the wave diffraction of the pin-
hole and to adjust the laser beam diameter. Using a 3-axis XYZ translation stage, we moved the glass substrate 
and analyzed different microstructures. The intensity distributions of the generated beams were imaged using 
a microobjective MO2 (16× , NA = 0.35), lenses L2 and L3 with focal lengths of 150 and 35 mm, and a video 
camera CAM (TOUPCAM UHCCD00800KPA; 1600×1200 pixels, with a pixel size of 3.34 μm) to capture the 
images.

Numerical simulation.  Numerical calculations of total intensity distributions in the focal plane and dis-
tributions of different components of the electric field of the investigated focused laser beams were performed 
using the Richards-Wolf equation33. In this case, the electric field components of a monochromatic electromag-
netic wave can be calculated as follows:

where (ρ,ϕ, z) are the cylindrical coordinates in the focal region, (θ ,ϕ) are the spherical angular coordinates of 
the focusing system’s output pupil, α is the maximum value of the azimuthal angle related to the system’s numeri-
cal aperture, B(θ ,ϕ) is the transmission function, T(θ) =

√
cos θ  is the pupil’s apodization function of aplanatic 

systems, k = 2π/� is the wavenumber, � is the wavelength, f is the focal length, C(ϕ) = (cx(ϕ), cy(ϕ))
T is the 

polarization vector of the initial light field.
A polarization vector of linearly and circularly/elliptically polarized Gaussian beams are well known53, and 

in the case of a pth order CVB with the inner polarization rotation angle of ϕ0 , the polarization vector has the 
following form:

Received: 10 December 2021; Accepted: 18 February 2022

References
	 1.	 Forbes, A., de Oliveira, M. & Dennis, M. R. Structured light. Nat. Photonics 15, 253–262 (2021).
	 2.	 Hell, S. W. & Wichmann, J. Breaking the diffraction resolution limit by stimulated emission: stimulated-emission-depletion fluo-

rescence microscopy. Opt. Lett. 19, 780–782 (1994).
	 3.	 Klar, T. A. & Hell, S. W. Subdiffraction resolution in far-field fluorescence microscopy. Opt. Lett. 24, 954–956 (1999).
	 4.	 Vicidomini, G., Bianchini, P. & Diaspro, A. Sted super-resolved microscopy. Nat. Methods 15, 173–182 (2018).
	 5.	 Ladavac, K. & Grier, D. G. Microoptomechanical pumps assembled and driven by holographic optical vortex arrays. Opt. Express 

12, 1144–1149 (2004).
	 6.	 Xavier, J., Dasgupta, R., Ahlawat, S., Joseph, J. & Gupta, P. K. Controlled formation and manipulation of colloidal lattices by 

dynamically reconfigurable three dimensional interferometric optical traps. Appl. Phys. Lett. 101, 201101 (2012).
	 7.	 Meier, M., Romano, V. & Feurer, T. Material processing with pulsed radially and azimuthally polarized laser radiation. Appl. Phys. 

A 86, 329–334 (2007).
	 8.	 Zhan, Q. Cylindrical vector beams: from mathematical concepts to applications. Adv. Opt. Photonics 1, 1–57 (2009).
	 9.	 Aiello, A., Banzer, P., Neugebauer, M. & Leuchs, G. From transverse angular momentum to photonic wheels. Nat. Photonics 9, 

789–795 (2015).
	10.	 Otte, E., Alpmann, C. & Denz, C. Polarization singularity explosions in tailored light fields. Laser Photonics Rev. 12, 1700200 

(2018).
	11.	 Maucher, F., Skupin, S., Gardiner, S. A. & Hughes, I. G. Creating complex optical longitudinal polarization structures. Phys. Rev. 

Lett. 120, 163903 (2018).
	12.	 Maucher, F., Skupin, S., Gardiner, S. A. & Hughes, I. G. An intuitive approach to structuring the three electric field components 

of light. New J. Phys. 21, 013032 (2019).
	13.	 Bauer, T., Orlov, S., Peschel, U., Banzer, P. & Leuchs, G. Nanointerferometric amplitude and phase reconstruction of tightly focused 

vector beams. Nat. Photonics 8, 23–27 (2014).
	14.	 Otte, E., Tekce, K., Lamping, S., Ravoo, B. J. & Denz, C. Polarization nano-tomography of tightly focused light landscapes by self-

assembled monolayers. Nat. Commun. 10, 1–10 (2019).

(6)

E(ρ,ϕ, z) =





Ex(ρ,ϕ, z)
Ey(ρ,ϕ, z)
Ez(ρ,ϕ, z)



 = −
if

�

� α

0

� 2π

0





�

1+ cos2 φ(cos θ − 1)
�

sin φ cosφ(cos θ − 1)

sin φ cosφ(cos θ − 1)
�

1+ sin2 φ(cos θ − 1)
�

− sin θ cosφ − sin θ sin φ





�

cx(φ)
cy(φ)

�

× B(θ ,φ)T(θ) exp[ik(ρ sin θ cos(φ − ϕ)+ z cos θ)] sin θdθdφ,

(7)C(φ) =
(

cos(pφ + φ0)

sin(pφ + φ0)

)

.



11

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:3477  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-07440-9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	15.	 Bauer, T. et al. Observation of optical polarization Möbius strips. Science 347, 964–966 (2015).
	16.	 Jia, B., Gan, X. & Gu, M. Direct observation of a pure focused evanescent field of a high numerical aperture objective lens by 

scanning near-field optical microscopy. Appl. Phys. Lett. 86, 131110 (2005).
	17.	 Khonina, S. N., Alferov, S. V. & Karpeev, S. V. Strengthening the longitudinal component of the sharply focused electric field by 

means of higher-order laser beams. Opt. Lett. 38, 3223–3226 (2013).
	18.	 Khonina, S. N. et al. Experimental demonstration of the generation of the longitudinal e-field component on the optical axis with 

high-numerical-aperture binary axicons illuminated by linearly and circularly polarized beams. J. Opt. 15, 085704 (2013).
	19.	 Hao, B. & Leger, J. Experimental measurement of longitudinal component in the vicinity of focused radially polarized beam. Opt. 

Express 15, 3550–3556 (2007).
	20.	 Imai, R. et al. Terahertz vector beam generation using segmented nonlinear optical crystals with threefold rotational symmetry. 

Opt. Express 20, 21896–21904 (2012).
	21.	 Winnerl, S., Hubrich, R., Mittendorff, M., Schneider, H. & Helm, M. Universal phase relation between longitudinal and transverse 

fields observed in focused terahertz beams. New J. Phys. 14, 103049 (2012).
	22.	 Platt, B. C. & Shack, R. History and principles of Shack–Hartmann wavefront sensing. J. Refract. Surg. 17, S573–S577 (2001).
	23.	 Janassek, P., Blumenstein, S. & Elsäßer, W. Recovering a hidden polarization by ghost polarimetry. Opt. Lett. 43, 883–886 (2018).
	24.	 Arteaga, O., Maoz, B. M., Nichols, S., Markovich, G. & Kahr, B. Complete polarimetry on the asymmetric transmission through 

subwavelength hole arrays. Opt. Express 22, 13719–13732 (2014).
	25.	 Lee, K. G. et al. Vector field microscopic imaging of light. Nat. Photonics 1, 53–56 (2007).
	26.	 Priimagi, A. & Shevchenko, A. Azopolymer-based micro-and nanopatterning for photonic applications. J. Polym. Sci. B Polym. 

Phys. 52, 163–182 (2014).
	27.	 Sekkat, Z. et al. Light-induced orientation in a high glass transition temperature polyimide with polar azo dyes in the side chain. 

J. Opt. Soc. Am. B 13, 1713–1724 (1996).
	28.	 Sekkat, Z., Yasumatsu, D. & Kawata, S. Pure photoorientation of azo dye in polyurethanes and quantification of orientation of 

spectrally overlapping isomers. J. Phys. Chem. B 106, 12407–12417 (2002).
	29.	 Grosjean, T. & Courjon, D. Photopolymers as vectorial sensors of the electric field. Opt. Express 14, 2203–2210 (2006).
	30.	 Sekkat, Z. & Kawata, S. Laser nanofabrication in photoresists and azopolymers. Laser Photonics Rev. 8, 1–26 (2014).
	31.	 Lee, S., Kang, H. S. & Park, J.-K. Directional photofluidization lithography: micro/nanostructural evolution by photofluidic motions 

of azobenzene materials. Adv. Mater. 24, 2069–2103 (2012).
	32.	 Kim, D. Y., Tripathy, S. K., Li, L. & Kumar, J. Laser-induced holographic surface relief gratings on nonlinear optical polymer films. 

Appl. Phys. Lett. 66, 1166–1168 (1995).
	33.	 Richards, B. & Wolf, E. Electromagnetic diffraction in optical systems, II. Structure of the image field in an aplanatic system. Proc. 

R. Soc. Lond. Ser. A Math. Phys. Sci. 253, 358–379 (1959).
	34.	 Ishitobi, H., Tanabe, M., Sekkat, Z. & Kawata, S. The anisotropic nanomovement of azo-polymers. Opt. Express 15, 652–659 (2007).
	35.	 Miniewicz, A. et al. Thermocapillary Marangoni flows in azopolymers. Materials 13, 2464 (2020).
	36.	 Ishitobi, H. et al. Nanomovement of azo polymers induced by longitudinal fields. ACS Photonics 1, 190–197 (2014).
	37.	 Khonina, S. N. et al. Generation of gauss-hermite modes using binary does. In: Photonics, Devices, and Systems, vol. 4016, 234–239 

(International Society for Optics and Photonics, 1999).
	38.	 Porfirev, A. P. & Khonina, S. N. Simple method for efficient reconfigurable optical vortex beam splitting. Opt. Express 25, 18722–

18735 (2017).
	39.	 Sava, I., Hurduc, N., Sacarescu, L., Apostol, I. & Damian, V. Study of the nanostructuration capacity of some azopolymers with 

rigid or flexible chains. High Perform. Polym. 25, 13–24 (2013).
	40.	 Khonina, S. N. Simple phase optical elements for narrowing of a focal spot in high-numerical-aperture conditions. Opt. Eng. 52, 

091711 (2013).
	41.	 Krenn, M. et al. Communication with spatially modulated light through turbulent air across vienna. New J. Phys. 16, 113028 (2014).
	42.	 Lavery, M. P. et al. Free-space propagation of high-dimensional structured optical fields in an urban environment. Sci. Adv. 3, 

e1700552 (2017).
	43.	 Khonina, S. N., Ustinov, A. V., Fomchenkov, S. A. & Porfirev, A. P. Formation of hybrid higher-order cylindrical vector beams 

using binary multi-sector phase plates. Sci. Rep. 8, 1–11 (2018).
	44.	 Khonina, S. N., Karpeev, S. V. & Porfirev, A. P. Sector sandwich structure: an easy-to-manufacture way towards complex vector 

beam generation. Opt. Express 28, 27628–27643 (2020).
	45.	 Meshalkin, A. et al. Carbazole-based azopolymers as media for polarization holographic recording. Adv. Phys. Res. 1, 86–98 (2019).
	46.	 Bian, S. et al. Photoinduced surface deformations on azobenzene polymer films. J. Appl. Phys. 86, 4498–4508 (1999).
	47.	 Khonina, S. N., Ustinov, A. V., Volotovskiy, S. G., Ivliev, N. A. & Podlipnov, V. V. Influence of optical forces induced by paraxial 

vortex gaussian beams on the formation of a microrelief on carbazole-containing azopolymer films. Appl. Opt. 59, 9185–9194 
(2020).

	48.	 Ambrosio, A., Marrucci, L., Borbone, F., Roviello, A. & Maddalena, P. Light-induced spiral mass transport in azo-polymer films 
under vortex-beam illumination. Nat. Commun. 3, 1–9 (2012).

	49.	 Zhang, Y. et al. Gouy phase induced polarization transition of focused vector vortex beams. Opt. Express 25, 25725–25733 (2017).
	50.	 Merck. Russian Federation. http://​www.​sigma​aldri​ch.​com (2021). Accessed on 10 Dec 2021
	51.	 Conformal Coating Equipment. Specialty Coating Systems. http://​www.​scsco​atings.​com/​equip​ment (2021). Accessed on 10 Dec 

2021.
	52.	 Meshalkin, A. et al. High precision interferometric thickness analysis of submicrometers spin-coated polyepoxypropylcarbazole 

films. Sens. Elect. Microsyst. Technol. 3, 62–69 (2012).
	53.	 Fowles, G. R. Introduction to modern optics 2nd edn. (Dover Publications, New York, 1989).

Acknowledgements
The reported study was performed under the “ERA.Net RUS plus” program (Project ANCD 21.80013.5007.1M) 
and funded by Russian Foundation for Basic Research (project number 20-52-76021).

Author contributions
A. P. designed the research; S.K. and A.F. performed theoretical and numerical analysis; A.P. and N.I. conducted 
the experiments; A. M. and E. A. prepared the  thin polymer films. All authors discussed the results, analysed 
data, wrote the manuscript and reviewed the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

http://www.sigmaaldrich.com
http://www.scscoatings.com/equipment


12

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:3477  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-07440-9

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Additional information
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to A.P. or S.K.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Writing and reading with the longitudinal component of light using carbazole-containing azopolymer thin films
	Results
	Measurements of the parameters of uniformly-polarized laser beams. 
	Detection of the polarization order of high-order cylindrical vector beams. 
	Detection of hybrid CVBs. 

	Discussion and conclusion
	Methods
	Direct laser writing setup. 
	Preparation of azopolymer thin films. 
	Profile measurements and analysis. 
	Optical characterization. 
	Numerical simulation. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


