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Abstract
Nonlinear optical microscopy, based on femtosecond laser spectral reshaping, characterized and
imaged graphene samples made from different methods, both on slides and in a biological
environment. This technique clearly discriminates between graphene flakes with different numbers
of layers and reveals the distinct nonlinear optical properties of reduced graphene oxide as
compared to mechanically exfoliated or chemical vapor deposition grown graphene. The
nonlinearity makes it applicable to scattering samples (such as tissue) as opposed to previous
methods, such as transmission. This was demonstrated by high-resolution imaging of breast cancer
cells incubated with graphene flakes.
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The novel physical and chemical properties of graphene and its derivatives have stimulated
interest in biological and medical applications, including drug delivery, cancer therapy, 1–3

biological sensing,4,5 and tissue engineering.6 The potential adverse health impact7,8 further
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motivates works on graphene biological imaging, but most imaging techniques that are
capable of resolving graphene face significant challenges. Atomic resolution techniques9 are
time-consuming, invasive, and not applicable to bulk tissue. Conventional optical
microscopy gives strong contrast only on selected substrates. 10–12 Linear and nonlinear
fluorescence imaging methods have been demonstrated with graphene oxide (GO),13,14 but
luminescence of graphene is very weak,15 even if the graphene is functionalized by dyes
(the graphene quenches the dyes’ fluorescence).16 Spatially resolved Raman spectroscopy of
graphene17,18 is compromised by tissue scattering. Here we overcome these limitations with
a novel type of nonlinear microscopy, based on femtosecond laser spectral reshaping, which
lets us quantitatively characterize graphene and image graphene in scattering environments.

The linear dispersion relation in graphene boosts nonlinear optical response through one- or
two-photon resonances,19,20 and CARS-type four-wave-mixing (FWM) microscopy has
produced images of single- and multilayer graphene flakes on a glass coverslip.21 This
approach, as with other traditional nonlinear contrasts, works because it generates light of a
different color than the excitation wavelengths; in this case two excitation colors (pump λP
and Stokes λS) generate an anti-Stokes beam.22,23 Recently, femtosecond pulse shaping and
pulse train amplitude control have provided access to new contrast mechanisms that need
not generate a different color.24 For example, spectral reshaping can provide nonlinear
optical contrast from mechanisms, such as self-phase modulation (SPM) and two-photon
absorption (TPA),25 even at very high speeds;26 pump−probe microscopy can image the
structure of historical pigments,27 melanin composition in malignant melanoma,28,29 or
semiconducting and metallic carbon nanotubes; 30 and stimulated Raman microscopy can
produce tissue images with lower background than coherent anti-Stokes Raman scattering
(CARS) microscopy.31

In this Letter, we adopted our spectral reshaping technique to simultaneously measure the
SPM and TPA signals (the real and imaginary parts of the third-order nonlinear
susceptibility χ(3)) produced in a FWM process excited by a single femtosecond laser pulse
(see Supporting Information for more details). To implement this phase-sensitive
measurement, the spectrum of a femtosecond mode-locked laser pulse is divided into three
parts (Figure 1), which serve as the Stokes, pump, and anti-Stokes beams. Frequency
shifting the Stokes component by a few MHz with an acousto-optic modulator introduces a
phase shift ϕ (which is incremented from pulse to pulse) onto this component of each laser
pulse. This cycling phase is then transferred to the generated anti-Stokes signal through the
FWM process involving two pump photons (not necessarily degenerate) and one Stokes
photon. The generated signal interferes with the original component at the anti-Stokes
frequency (acting as a phase reference for heterodyne detection), producing intensity
modulation in the output beam which can be measured by a lock-in amplifier (amplitude A,
phase θ). A short pass filter rejects other components of the pulse. This provides information
on the phase of the nonlinear interaction, amplifies the signal, and reduces sensitivity to
scattering (as the reference field is part of the single exciting pulse). We adjust the lock-in
reference phase such that pure SPM would give phase θ = 0; then for other positions, this
phase is related to the susceptibility components as tan θ = β Im[χ(3)]/Re[χ(3)], where β
takes into account the relative sensitivity of TPA and SPM measurements. The factor β
depends on the specific pulse shape (e.g., the position of the edge filters) and can be
calibrated experimentally (for our current pulse shape β = 1.7). For the experimental setup,
please refer to the Supporting Information methods and Figure S1.

We first performed nonlinear optical imaging on mechanically exfoliated graphene flakes
deposited on a glass coverslip using the ‘Scotch tape’ method.32 As Figure 2 illustrates, both
SPM and TPA channels provide high-contrast images, and most regions display signals at
discrete levels corresponding to graphene flakes with different numbers of layers. Similar
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patterns can also be seen in the bright-field image but with much lower dynamic range. For
comparison, GO produces no appreciable nonlinear signal at the same power level (Figure
S4). This is expected since GO does not possess the desired linear dispersion relation. After
exposure to high optical power levels, GO can, however, show strong nonlinear signals; we
suspect this is due to permanent light-induced reduction.33

The high contrast in the nonlinear optical images lets us count the number of layers in each
region. The region labeled with 1 in Figure 2 produces the minimum nonlinear signal; we
confirmed that this is a single graphene layer by analyzing the same region with Raman
spectroscopy (Figure S5). Figure 2 has little scattering, so we can compare the FWM images
with coregistered transmission images to provide more insight in the signal generation and
its dependence on number of layers (Figure S6). The expected transmittance is T = 1/(1 +
NS)2 for graphene flakes with N layers.34 For the intensity used here (I = 10 GW/cm2)
saturation is observed,35 and we include a saturation factor η in the definition S = ηπα/2,
where α is the fine structure constant. As shown in ref 34 for a third-order process, a
polarization field is generated that scales as E(3)= NS/(1 + NS)4. Because we measure an
interference between the linearly transmitted phase reference and the generated anti-Stokes
component, we expect our signal to scale as NS/(1 + NS)5. With these scaling relations, we
convert both transmission and SPM signals to equivalent number of layers for each
individual pixel (Figure 3a). A saturation factor of η = 0.71 provides good agreement of our
experimental results with the theoretical model, aligning the peaks in the transmission
histogram well to the grid; although it has previously been noted that the existing model for
fitting FWM signal with the number of layers does not quantitatively fit21,34 (the SPM
signal as a function of the number of graphene layers is plotted in Figure 3b). The
background in these histograms arises from boundary areas that overlap different layer
numbers within the image resolution, so by inspection the resolution is significantly better
for the nonlinear approach. For instance, a small five-layer region (labeled in Figure 2a) is
clearly shown in the top histogram but almost buried in the background in the right one. For
large numbers of layers, small variations in the laser intensity with scattering (and thus, a
position dependence of SPM signal) likely cause the weak splitting from the main line (see
also supplementary Figure S6). The real significance, however, is that the SPM signals are
still observable in a scattering sample, but small transmission differences are not.

Figure 4 compares graphene samples produced by mechanical exfoliation, chemical vapor
deposition (CVD) growth (1 ML-GL-1 × 1, Graphene Laboratories Inc.), or chemical
reduction from graphene oxide (RGO). The RGO was obtained by hydrazine reduction of
the GO that was synthesized by the modified Hummers method36,37 (see Supporting
Information methods for detailed procedure). Monolayer graphene produced by CVD
extends over a large scale (up to 1 mm), but the morphological inhomogeneity at the
micrometer scale is higher than in mechanically exfoliated graphene flakes. Dotted bright
lines in Figure 4b may be caused by granular boundaries on the copper foil where the
graphene monolayer is grown, and the small holes and bright spots are likely due to
scratching or contamination during the production and the transformation process. Although
the physical appearances of CVD and mechanically exfoliated films are different, their
nonlinear optical properties are quite similar. The nonlinear signal amplitude and phase of
single-layer exfoliated graphene (A = 0.16 ± 0.004, θ = −0.24 ± 0.09 rad) are very close to
the values in CVD growth monolayer graphene (A = 0.18 ± 0.006, θ = −0.21 ± 0.07 rad).
This phase is also almost identical for flakes with different number of layers in Figure 4a,
implying that SPM and TPA satisfy very similar layer−number scaling. However, RGO
exhibits very distinct behavior. From Figure 4c we can see that RGO flakes are well
dispersed on the glass coverslip, since the RGO suspension used to make this sample is
stabilized with gum arabic. As revealed by high-resolution TEM images in Figure S7, the
sample is composed of small RGO flakes with scrabbled edges and attached to each other,

Li et al. Page 3

Nano Lett. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 June 04.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



and the edges and contacting regions (equivalently more layers) produce much higher
nonlinear signals, indicating by the bright edges in Figure 4c. The average signal strength is
comparable to few-layer graphene flakes from exfoliated graphene samples, however, the
phase in the RGO samples (−1.0 ± 0.3 rad) is vastly different from the other two types of
graphene, and the inhomogeneity across the sample is bigger. The phase shifts toward TPA,
which might indicate that the residue oxidization might result in strong nonlinear absorption.

Finally, to demonstrate the ability to image graphene in biological environments by spectral
reshaping, we acquired in vitro images of breast cancer cells incubated with gum arabic-
stabilized RGO flakes. A transmission image of a breast cancer cell is displayed in Figure
5a; RGO flakes and aggregates are noticeable but present very little contrast. The
coregistered nonlinear optical image in Figure 5b, on the other hand, highlights only the
distribution of RGO flakes. Overlaying SPM contrast onto the transmission image clearly
shows how the RGO flakes are distributed within the cell and its environment (Figure 5c).
While the majority of the flakes are attached to the cell membrane, some flakes are trapped
in the cytoplasm, and others are floating in the culture medium. Although Figure 5 just
shows images taken at a specific depth, our technique is capable of 3D optical sectioning,
and a stack of images at different depths is shown in the Supporting Information movie file.

Our technique provides several potential advantages over other available nonlinear imaging
methods. For example, pump−probe microscopy28,30 can also image graphene, but our
heterodyne technique discerns the nonlinear phase (the SPM/TPA ratio), which is
independent of the number of layers in exfoliated and CVD grown graphene. Thus phase can
distinguish graphene response from the many other TPA and SPM processes in complex
materials, such as tissue. In addition, our technique utilizes a one-color laser system which is
simpler and less expensive than the two-color laser system used in pump−probe and
previous CARS-type FWM microscopy.

In conclusion, we have developed a versatile nonlinear optical imaging technique for
quantitative graphene imaging in both solid-state and biological environments. This
technique can be easily incorporated into a commercial multiphoton microscopy to provide
additional valuable nonlinear optical contrasts. The high-contrast nonlinear optical images
can quantify the layer number of few-layer graphene flakes with high resolution even on a
scattering surface, which might be useful in solid-state graphene studies and in
optoelectronic applications. With 3D optical sectioning, submicrometer resolution and fast
imaging speed, our spectral reshaping nonlinear optical imaging technique also offers a
promising way to study nano−bio interactions and the cytotoxicity of graphene products.
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Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.
Pulse shape for spectral reshaping imaging. Phase ϕ of the Stokes component (λS) is cycled
at a given frequency f. Nonlinear interactions take this modulated Stokes component,
together with the pump components (λP1/P2), and generate a new field in the anti-Stokes
spectrum (λAS) indicated by the purple shape, which carries a spectral phase cycling at the
same frequency f and interferes with the original static anti-Stokes components. The field
generated in a TPA process is 180° out of phase with λS; the field generated in a SPM
process is 90° out of phase.25,26 Therefore, the heterodyne detection of the intensity of the
antistokes spectrum can distinguish TPA and SPM signals according to their phase
orthogonality. The two dashed lines indicate edges of the short- and long-pass filters placed
symmetrically about the spectral center.
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Figure 2.
Bright-field image (grayscale, center) and nonlinear optical imaging of mechanically
exfoliated graphene flakes (color, sides). Nonlinear optical images of regions indicated by
dashed boxes in the bright-field images in the middle. White numbers label the numbers of
layers in those specific regions. Input laser power is 0.5 mW. For some regions the number
of layers is shown (see Figure 3 as well). Acquisition time is 1.6 s per frame, and the images
are averaged over 8 frames. Scale bars are 20 µm.
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Figure 3.
Comparison of graphene flake layer counting by transmission or nonlinear contrast. (a) Top
(right) panel plots the histogram of number of layers converted from SPM (transmission)
contrast in Figure S6. The major panel plots the 2D histogram of the number of layers,
where the contributions from blank areas are masked. (b) SPM signal as a function of
number of graphene layers. The red curve plots the scaling model NS/(1 + NS)5 with S
obtained by fitting the small-layer transmission data.
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Figure 4.
Nonlinear amplitude and phase images of different types of graphene. (a) Mechanically
exfoliated few-layer graphene flakes. (b) CVD growth monolayer graphene transferred onto
a glass substrate. The arrow shows bright dotted lines that may be caused by granular
boundaries on the copper foil. (c) Gum arabic-stabilized RGO suspension dispersed on a
glass coverslip. In the phase images, the low-amplitude areas are masked. All images are
acquired with 0.7 mW input power. Acquisition time is 6.4 s per frame, and the images are
averaged over 4 frames. The scale bar is 20 µm.
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Figure 5.
In vitro graphene imaging in BT549 breast cancer cells. (a) Transmission contrast displays a
cell. (b) SPM contrast highlights the distribution of graphene flakes. (c) Composite image of
both transmission and SPM contrasts. Laser power before the objective is 1 mW.
Acquisition time is 3.2 s per frame, and the images are averaged over 8 frames. The scale
bar is 20 µm. This technique is capable of 3D optical sectioning, and a stack of images at
different depths is shown in the Supporting Information movie file.
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