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ABSTRACT

The quantum transduction of an rf/microwave signal to the optical domain, and vice versa, paves the way for technologies that exploit the
advantages of each domain to perform quantum operations. Since electro-optomechanical devices implement a simultaneous coupling of a
mechanical oscillator to both an rf/microwave field and an optical field, they are suitable for the realization of a quantum transducer. The
membrane-in-the-middle setup is a possible solution, once its vibrational mode is cooled down to ultra cryogenic temperature for achieving
quantum operation. This work is focused on the mechanical characterization via an optical interferometric probe, down to T'= 18 mK, of a
loss-shielded metalized membrane designed for this purpose. A stroboscopic technique has been exploited for revealing a mechanical quality
factor up to 64 x 10° at the lowest temperature. In fact, with continuous illumination and a cryostat temperature below 1K, the heat due to
optical absorption is not efficiently dissipated anymore, and the membrane remains hotter than its environment.

© 2025 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0268805
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Quantum transduction refers to the process of converting one
form of energy to another at the single excitation level, and it repre-
sents a key ingredient in quantum technologies. Quantum transduc-
tion could be used for the optical detection of microwave/rf signals by
exploiting the most efficient detectors for optical photons.'”
Moreover, a major interest is currently placed on the coherent conver-
sion between optical and microwave/radio frequency (mw/rf) pho-
tons,” '" the optical domain being ideal for reliable long-range
communications through optical fibers or in free space, while the lower
frequency band is particularly suitable for high-fidelity local quantum
operations using superconducting and other solid-state processors.
This will allow a global quantum Internet or distributed quantum

tasks, including computing or sensing.'’ ' The easiest way to bridge
the enormous energy gap is to use a mediator simultaneously coupled
to both microwave/rf and optical modes. There has been a variety of
proposals using different kinds of mediating systems. Here, we focus
on electro-optomechanical systems,”'**” where a mechanical resona-
tor is capacitively coupled to mw/rf photons,” '*'**'"** and disper-
sively via radiation pressure with the optical mode(s). Various
solutions have been adopted for the explicit design of electro-
optomechanical transducers. One approach makes use of direct elec-
tromechanical capacitive coupling in metalized membranes”****
which, with an in-front electrode, are placed within an optical Fabry-
Pérot cavity for radiation pressure coupling. This membrane-in-the-
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middle configuration has the potential to exploit cooperative and cou-
pling enhancement effects, which can be obtained when two parallel
membrane resonators are placed within a Fabry-Pérot cavity.”” **

The heating of the mechanical system due to the absorption of
electromagnetic radiation can be detrimental, especially in the optical
domain, where the energy of the photons is higher with respect to
microwaves. A further limitation may appear when working with pat-
terned mechanical resonators, which can show higher thermal isola-
tion than plain surfaces.”*® This effect has been recently studied in
several optomechanical and electromechanical platforms, such as
optomechanical crystals,”” whispering gallery mode resonators,”” in-
the-middle micromechanical silicon nitride membranes,”***’ micro-
pillars,41 beam modes,"” and so on.

In this work, we will present the mechanical characterization
with an optical interferometric probe, from room temperature down
to 18 mK, of a loss-shielded silicon nitride (Si;N,) membrane, which is
partially covered with a titanium nitride (TiNx) overlay.”” The metal
layer is designed for realizing a capacitor with an in-front electrode,
and at the same time to allow for a window of silicon nitride at the cen-
ter of the membrane. This solution allows the simultaneous coupling
of the membrane both to an rf/microwave resonator via capacitive
coupling and to an optical cavity via radiation pressure. Large electro-
mechanical and optomechanical cooperativities are required to operate
the electro-optomechanical device in the quantum regime,”"** and the
mechanical quality factor, being proportional to both, plays a key role.
Here, we describe a detailed experimental analysis of the mechanical
quality factor, showing that it increases around 10 times when the tem-
perature drops from 1K to 20 mK, provided that stroboscopic light is
employed to measure the motion of the membrane."*"” Our results
reveal the dependence of the mechanical quality factor of the device
from room temperature down to the ultracryogenics range. Below 1K,
the effect of the infrared radiation directly impinging on the mem-
brane is observed. Finally, we note that our results show a feature of
thermoelastic damping in the silicon support frame, indicating that it
is the dominant loss in the range of temperatures within 25 and
175K."

The experimental setup consists of a Mach-Zehnder interferome-
ter, presented schematically in Fig. 1(a).

A local oscillator (LO) and a probe beam (Probe) are separated
from the same 1064 nm laser in free space, modulated by means of
two acousto-optic modulators (AOMs) driven by two external tones
from an arbitrary function generator at the same frequency and phase.
The generation of a train of pulses on the probe, to perform strobo-
scopic measurements, is controlled by cascade-driving the tone genera-
tor with a square shaped waveform. After the modulation, the two
beams are fiber coupled. The probe is sent to a circulator (CIR) port,
and the output of the CIR to the cryostat for reading out the motion of
a metalized membrane. As shown in Fig. 1(b), the membrane is a
80=5nm thick silicon nitride (Si;N,) layer, which is partially covered
with a titanium nitride (TiNx) overlay deposited with a target thick-
ness of 50 nm,”” giving an effective mass of the fundamental mode
mer = 2.7 x 10710 kg. The surface tension of the membrane is around
1 Gpa, and we find the first resonance peak at 265 kHz. The mechani-
cal dissipation is reduced using an on-chip shield, which insulates the
membrane from the substrate.”” The membrane is mounted inside the
mixing chamber of the dilution refrigerator, with its frame thermally
connected to the cryostat’s plate, as illustrated in Fig. 1(c). The probe
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FIG. 1. (a) Sketch of the experimental setup. A Mach-Zehnder interferometer (BS
denotes a beam splitter, CIR a circulator) detects the mechanical oscillations of the
membrane inside a dilution cryostat's mixing chamber. The local oscillator (LO) and
the probe (Probe) beams of the interferometer are modulated independently by two
acousto-optic modulators (AOMs) driven at the same frequency and in phase. The
intensity of the probe beam can be constant for an uninterrupted interferometric
detection of the membrane motion or modulated by the train of pulses that drives
the tone generator if a stroboscopic illumination of the sample is required. The bal-
anced homodyne (HM) detection signal is low-pass filtered for phase-locking the
interferometer and high-pass filtered for the lock-in amplifier (LIA) analysis. (b) On
the left, a schematic of the SiNy, membrane (light blue) with the TiNx overlay
(brown) is illustrated. The membrane is endowed with the on-chip shield. On the
right, a detailed view of the TiNx layer is shown. Two red rulers are placed on the
top left corners of the two panels, and they indicate 1 and 0.5 mm on the left one
and on the right one, respectively. (c) Image of the membrane in its support,
aftached on the cryostat plate, with the optical fiber connected.

beam is focused to the center of the membrane using a lens fiber cou-
pler (Thorlabs CFC2). The reflected light is selected by the CIR and
sent to one port of a fiber beam splitter (BS). The LO enters from the
other port of the BS, and the interference at its outputs is detected. The
differential detection of the two photocurrents results in the homodyne
(HM) signal. The low-frequency component of the signal is filtered,
amplified, and fed back to stabilize the interferometer. The high-
frequency range, instead, is analyzed by means of a lock-in amplifier
(LIA).

We studied the mechanical features of the metalized membrane
as a function of the temperature of the cryostat plate. We performed
the mechanical characterization over a wide range of temperature,
from room temperature down to 18 mK, by measuring the mechanical
quality factor Q of the membrane. The quality factors are estimated by
measuring the ring-down time of the membrane’s fundamental mode.
A typical measurement dataset, with the cryostat plate at 20 mK, is
shown in Fig. 2. In our setup, a piezoelectric shaker actuates the
motion of the fundamental mode of the membrane in the linear
regime. Once the excitation tone has been switched off, we measure
the free evolution of the amplitude of the motion by means of a lock-
in amplifier (Zurich Instruments HE2LI), which detects and filters the
homodyne signal. We determine the characteristic decay time of the
mechanical motion, or ring-down time, 7,4, by fitting the data with an
exponential function. The quality factor of the oscillator is evaluated as
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FIG. 2. Typical ring-down measurement at T = 20 mK. The red points show the
amplitude decay of the membrane motion when the membrane is continuously illu-
minated by the probe light. The light blue points represent the ring-down when the
membrane motion is stroboscopically detected. The two cases are illustrated in
the inset. The best-fitting lines are illustrated in dark red and blue, respectively. The
ring-down starting point corresponds to the zero of the time axis and it is marked by
the black-dashed vertical line.

Q = nwt,4, where v is the resonance frequency of the mechanical
mode. In Fig. 3, the measured Q-factor as a function of the tempera-
ture of the cryostat plate is shown. To thermalize the membrane with
the cryostat plate and obtain the vacuum inside the cryostat, the mea-
surements are taken few hours after we changed the cryostat tempera-
ture. Also, the probe beam is turned on few minutes before each
measurement. The piezoelectric actuator and the light are both
heat sources for the cryostat. However, we have verified that at
P ~ 100nW the light scattered in the fridge does not heat the mixing
chamber plate, and we have driven the piezoelectric with short pulses
to reduce the power dissipated on the plate. During the measurements
we do not observe any significant temperature variation of the cryo-
stat’s plate.

The continuous interferometric detection of the membrane
motion via homodyne detection implies the uninterrupted illumina-
tion of the membrane, and it represents a detrimental effect in the
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FIG. 3. Measured mechanical quality factor Q of the metalized membrane as a
function of the temperature of the cryostat plate T. The red empty circles show the
quality factor measured by continuously reading out the motion of the membrane,
while the blue squares stand for stroboscopic readout. The data of the stroboscopic
measurements at T = 20 mK, T = 35mK, and T = 99 mK are highlighted with dif-
ferent colors, related to the results shown in Fig. 4. The uninterrupted beam power,
which corresponds to the peak power of the stroboscopic pulses, is P ~ 100 nw.
The inset highlights the data that fall in the range of temperatures within 25 and
175K, showing a feature of thermoelastic damping in the silicon support frame."
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range of temperatures roughly below 1 K. In fact, as clearly pointed out
by the red empty circles in Fig. 3, the measured quality factor of the
continuously illuminated membrane flattens around Q = 8 x 10° for
temperatures below 1K. However, if a stroboscopic technique is
employed to detect the mechanical motion,* the ring-down is longer
than the one measured with continuous light, as shown by the blue
points with respect to the red points in Fig. 2. The measured quality
factor is noticeably higher with the stroboscopic method, reaching
Quax = 64(2) x 10° at T = 18 mK, as illustrated by the blue squares
in Fig. 3. The stroboscopic technique consists of illuminating the mem-
brane with a train of pulses of duration 7 and period Tj. In this experi-
ment, we have estimated the quality factors at T'= 18, 20, 25, 35, 40,
50, and 99mK using pulses of duration 7y =40ms and period
Ts = 2. The other stroboscopic data points are obtained with pulses
of duration 7, = 100 ms and period Ts = 2s. These parameters per-
mit a good reconstruction of the mechanical amplitude decay, and at
the same time an effective measurement of the quality factors.

The behavior of the measured mechanical quality factor vs the
plate temperature illustrated in Fig. 3 highlights the detrimental effects
of the continuous illumination for temperatures below 1 K. Our expla-
nation is that, below this temperature, the thermal conductivity of the
device drops to very low values and the optical power absorbed by the
membrane is not efficiently dissipated anymore. As a consequence, the
membrane is heated, and the local membrane temperature remains
much higher than that of the fridge plate. We have studied the effect of
the duration of the pulses, keeping the period Ts = 2 s fixed. We indi-
cate the duration of the pulses as the duty cycle (dc), which is the per-
centage given by dc = (7,/T) X 100%. The experimental data for
T = 20, 35, and 99 mK are reported in Fig. 4 as light blue pentagons,
orange circles, and green triangles, respectively. The measured behav-
ior confirms our explanation in terms of a much higher effective mem-
brane temperature. In principle, lower light powers would be less
invasive, also employing an uninterrupted detection, but we are limited
by the locking error signal of the homodyne detector, whose amplitude
lowers as the light shining the membrane decreases. For our experi-
mental setup, the optimal power is 100 nW.

0F
S
6\50' i
o
—
X
= 30t
< A A A 4 g
i
10f 2
1 10 100

Duty Cycle (%)

FIG. 4. Measured mechanical quality factor Q of the metalized membrane as a
function of the duty cycle at different temperatures. Light blue pentagons, orange
circles, and green triangles indicate the data measured with the cryostat plate at 20,
35, and 99 mK, respectively. The shaded horizontal lines, color associated with the
data, illustrate the value of the quality factor used in Fig. 3 for the respective tem-
perature. The gray horizontal line shows the mechanical quality factor for continu-
ous illumination with 100 nW light power, which coincides for all the temperatures
below 1K.
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The lack of a cavity, which properly enhances the signal, does not
allow the thermal motion of the oscillator to be revealed, and this pre-
vents the estimation of the effective temperature of the membrane
mode by previous knowledge of its mass.

In conclusion, we reported the mechanical characterization of a
metalized membrane attached to the plate of a dilution refrigerator.
Our results showed that the light of the interferometer probe beam
influences the measured quality factor for temperatures of the cryostat
plate below T = 1 K. However, making use of stroboscopic light, we
were able to measure a mechanical quality factor of 64 x 10° at
T = 18 mK, which is almost 10 times higher than the one measured
with continuous light. The proposed source for this effect is the heating
of the membrane due to the light: since the thermal conductivities of
the materials drop at ultracryogenic temperatures, even with low light
absorption, the temperature of the membrane significantly increases.
We presented an analysis of the dependence of the mechanical quality
factor on the duration of the pulses of the stroboscopic illumination,
which supports our explanation. The stroboscopic method employed
here provides results consistent with those obtained with microwave
excitation,”® and it shows the need of a noninvasive measurement
when adopting optical readout in an ultracryogenic domain (see also
Refs. 36 and 37). This characterization is an experimental key point for
the realization of an electro-optomechanical quantum transducer
between the optical and the rf domains, which exploits the membrane-
in-the-middle dispersive coupling to a high-finesse optical cavity and
the capacitive coupling to an LC circuit.

We acknowledge the support of the PNRR MUR Project No.
PE0000023-NQSTT (Italy).
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