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wavelength regions in the visible range 
are around 405, 488, 561 and 640 nm. 
These wavelength regions are not a co-
incidence, but the result of a focused 
fluorophore development, that used 
to be driven by the “available” laser 
lines mainly from argon-ion and kryp-
ton-ion lasers. A laser source that pro-
vides high-quality light at these wave-
lengths would be highly favorable for 
many multicolor microscopy users. 

 Until recently, the important wave-
length of 561 nm could not be provided 
by standard diode laser technology in 
a direct way. The only practical way to 
reach this wavelength were DPSS lasers 
with a major drawback for microscope 
applications. DPSS lasers cannot be 
modulated (turned on and off) quick-
ly. In order to support applications like 
scanning confocal microscopy, these la-
sers require a modulator like an AOM 
or AOTF (acousto-optic modulator, or 
acousto-optic tunable filter). While these 
components enable modulation, their 
major drawback is the limited extinction 
ratio, i.e. the off state is not really “off ”, in-
stead it corresponds to a very low power 
setting. Some advanced microscopy tech-
niques are dependent on “complete off ”, 
i.e. the emission of zero photons in the off 
state. This “complete off ” is required to 
reduce crosstalk between individual laser 
channels and to reduce unwanted photo-
bleaching. Other microscopy techniques 
require high modulation frequencies, so 
it is necessary to switch power on and off 
in a fast pace, which is not possible with 
acousto-optic devices.

Fast switching is generally also re-
quired to blank the laser during fly-
back in scanning systems to reduce pho-
to-bleaching. Furthermore, this feature 
is advantageous for microscopy tech-

niques such as FRAP (fluorescence re-
covery after photo-bleaching) or CLEM 
(controlled light exposure microscopy), 
techniques that require rapid switching 
of wavelengths and intensity modulation.

Additional optical elements can have 
a negative influence on the quality of the 
transmitted laser beam. This could cor-
rupt microscopy signals or even render 
some techniques impossible. As stated 
above, AOMs / AOTFs have a limited 
contrast, which in turn leads to “leakage 
signals” even in the state when they de-
flect the laser beam. Therefore, they do 
not really fulfill the condition for “zero 
photons in the off state”. Furthermore, 
each active element in a complex setup 
can fail and thus lead to downtimes, as 
well as cost for service and maintenance. 
If an AOM (or AOTF) is used for mod-
ulation, the incident laser has to run 
continuously without any interruption. 
This leads to unnecessary extra operating 
hours and cost because during its actual 
“off time” for the microscopy experiment, 
the laser source is still running. This con-
tinuous operation of this laser line also 
leads to unnecessary heat that has to be 
dissipated for a reliable operation of the 
laser engine. 

Toptica has developed an alternative 
solution for a reliable 561 nm laser source 
that also supports fast modulation and 
“complete off ”. It is based on a diode laser 
emitting light at 1122 nm that is convert-
ed into light at 561 nm by frequency dou-
bling using a doubling crystal. With this 
FDDL, a direct modulation of the 1122 
nm diode is possible which circumvents 
any complex and active workaround. 

Since frequency doubling via non-
linear crystal is a completely passive 
technique, its combination with a direct 
diode modulation is much more stable 

Fig. 1 Image of a lily pollen that was recorded using a confocal microscope with 
Airyscan (Courtesy of Carl Zeiss Microscopy)

Schäfter+Kirchhoff develop and manu-
facture laser sources, line scan camera 
systems and fiber optic products for 
worldwide distribution and use.

info@SukHamburg.de www.SuKHamburg.com
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Laser Sources 

Four-Color Laser Engine for 
Efficient Confocal Microscopy
Direct modulation at 561 nm using FDDL technology enables unique  
performance
Tim Paasch-Colberg and Konstantin Birngruber

Frequency-doubled diode laser tech -
nology (FDDL) enables direct modu-
lation of 561 nm lasers with unprec-
edented speeds. It also reaches an 
ultimate high on/off contrast with 
zero photons in the off state, which 
is favorable for laser scanning micro-
scopes and multicolor microscopy 
techniques.

Lasers play an invaluable role in instru-
mentation for biophotonics. Especially 
modern microscopy techniques have a 
high demand for advanced light sources. 
Compared to other light sources lasers 
provide high brightness, a small diver-
gence and they are highly monochromat-
ic – which makes them ideal for confocal 
microscopy. 

Flexible microscopy setups require 
various laser colors to support the exci-
tation of different fluorophores. There-
fore, gas lasers such as argon-ion or kryp- ton-ion, as well as dye lasers have been 

widely used in confocal microscopy for a 
long time. They provide the colors, beam 
quality and output power levels that are 
required for this demanding application. 

For many years, diode and DPSS (di-
ode-pumped solid state) lasers that reach 
similar specifications as gas or dye lasers 
are commercially available. Diode and 
DPSS lasers are usually more compact 
and easier to maintain compared to gas or 
dye lasers. In addition, they have a lower 
price tag and require less electric power, 
no water cooling and offer a longer life-
time. As a consequence, diode and DPSS 
lasers increasingly replace antiquated la-
ser systems like gas or dye lasers. 

To fulfill the requirement for multi-
ple laser colors in one setup, so-called 
multilaser engines (or laser combiners) 

have been developed and introduced to 
the market. They combine several laser 
colors in one device to enable flexible ex-
citation of different fluorophores without 
changing the light source. Although some 
models integrate six to eight individu-
al laser colors, most multi laser engines 
have four different laser colors. If these 
four colors are selected in a reasonable 
combination, they support the most 
common microscope techniques and 
fluorophores. 

There are several “wavelength re-
gions” that are of interest in the most 
typical microscope applications. In 
these regions a variety of popular fluo-
rophores have their absorption maxi-
mum, i.e. light from these wavelength 
regions will be very effective for mi-
croscope studies. The most important 

TOPTICA Photonics
TOPTICA develops and manufactures high-end laser 
systems for scientific and industrial applications. The 
portfolio includes diode lasers, ultrafast fiber lasers, 
terahertz systems and frequency combs. The prod-
ucts provide an ultra-broad laser wavelength cov-
erage: 190 nm – 0.1 THz (corresponding to 3 mm). 
They enable a large variety of demanding applica-
tions in quantum optics, spectroscopy, biophotonics, 
microscopy, test & measurement, as well as mate-
rials inspection. With a global distribution network, 
TOPTICA provides exceptional service worldwide.

www.toptica.com

Meet us at Photonics Europe, Strasbourg, Booth G327

Company

FDDL technology enables direct modulation of 561 nm lasers with 
unprecedented speeds and an ultimate high on/off contrast with 
zero photons in the off state, which is favorable for laser scanning 
microscopes and multicolor microscopy techniques.
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bridge enables the machine to achieve a 
high jerk (the rate of change of accelera-
tion). Dieter Bulling clarifies the impor-
tance of this, “No machine can instantly 
reach an acceleration of 4 or 6 g from a 
standstill – that is physically impossible. 
The key to high productivity with tight 
contours is therefore how quickly the 
machine reaches the jerk.”

Bulling adds that a high degree of 
synchronization between the laser out-

put and gantry movement is equally 
essential to both machine accuracy and 
throughput. All corners are cut with a 
small radius, because this eliminates the 
need to bring the beam to a complete 
stop at the vertex. This corner radius 
can be 40 µm in Stiefelmayer Effective 
machines, or as big as 0.2 mm. Bulling 
explains, “There are two reasons we can 
achieve such a small edge radius. One 
is the high motion dynamics.

Coherent Inc.
ROFIN-SINAR Laser GmbH, 

Berzeliusstraße 87, 22113 Hamburg, 
Germany

phone: 040-73363-0, www.coherent.com

STIEFELMAYER-Lasertechnik 
Rechbergstraße 42

73770 Denkendorf, Germany
phone.: +49 (0)711 / 93 440-600

vertrieb@stiefelmayer-lasertechnik.de

Stiefelmayer‘s Effective cutter series 
(Source: Stiefelmayer)
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Laser Materials Processing 

Electrical steel is a thin (typically 0.1 to 
1 mm), laminated material that is 
shaped and then stacked to make the 
stators and rotors of electric motors and 
generators, and the cores of transform-
ers. It’s not uncommon for these stacks 
to consist of several hundred individual 
layers, each coated with a non-conduc-
tive outer lamination. 

Typically, these parts are stamped in 
high quantity. Stamping achieves high 
repeatability, but limited absolute accu-
racy. Repeatability is important because 
it provides a smooth edge surface when 
a large number of these parts are stacked 
together. Also, stamping does not pro-
duce edge burrs which would keep the 
parts from coming into complete con-
tact when they are stacked. Grinding to 
remove burrs is not desirable, because 
it could remove the material’s outer 
lamination. Finally, stamping does not 
heat the part. Heating electrical steel 

can also remove its outer lamination 
or affect the magnetic characteristics 
of the bulk material, both of which are 
undesirable effects. 

The main limitation of stamping is 
that it requires costly fixed tooling. This 
is acceptable in volume production, but 
can present a problem during prototyp-
ing, or for low quantity production runs.  

Lower power, higher through-
put
Stiefelmayer-Lasertechnik builds laser 
machine tools and performs contract 
manufacturing, with an emphasis on 
cutting thin sheet metal to tight tol-
erances. Their Effective series laser 
cutters are specifically optimized to 
produce high precision cuts with high 
throughput; their design philosophy 
favors finesse over brute force power. 
Managing director Dieter Bulling 
explains this approach with a racing 

analogy. “We have tuned our machine 
for the tight city course in Monaco, not 
for the huge oval of Indianapolis. Our 
design aim was to achieve the highest 
possible average speed through all the 
tight curves, rather than maximum top 
speed on the straightaways. For the type 
of parts we typically produce, this yields 
greater throughput.”

There are two overall aspects that 
enable this performance in the Effec-
tive cutters – superior mechanics and 
precise synchronization of the laser to 
these mechanics. Stiefelmayer-Laser-
technik uses direct drive linear motors 
to provide both x and y motion of the 
cutting head. This eliminates the back-
lash associated the rack and pinion 
drives used in other systems. Also, the 
bridge which holds the beam delivery 
head is built from carbon fiber, rather 
than metal, to minimize its inertia with-
out sacrificing rigidity. This lightweight 

High Precision Laser Cutting of 
Electrical Steel
Improved mechanics and laser synchronization provide a unique combi-
nation of precision, high overall throughput, and guaranteed part repeat-
ability
Corinna Brettschneider

In the laser cutting market, it is common to assume that laser power is the 
dominant factor in determining throughput. And, when cutting straight lines 
in thick materials, especially at lower tolerances, higher power does deliver 
faster speed. However, there are many applications, especially cutting thinner 
materials at tighter tolerances.
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High-precision cut electrical steel
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Product Report 

Edmund Optics Features New 
Products 
Beamsplitters and 
aspheric lenses

Edmund Optics (EO), the premier provider of optical components, continuously 
expands its product offering to reflect market developments and customer 
needs. On a monthly basis, new products added to even better serve the in-
dustry. Learn more about our recent additions TECHSPEC ultrafast harmonic 
separators with designs for Ti:sapphire and Yb:doped femtosecond lasers and 
TECHSPEC λ/40 aspheric lenses. 

Edmund Optics TECHSPEC ultrafast 
harmonic separators, also known as 
ultrafast harmonic beamsplitters, reflect 
second or third harmonic wavelengths 
from femtosecond lasers and transmit 
the fundamental pulse. The reflective 
surface is designed to be highly reflec-
tive and to minimize dispersion with a 
GDD of ±20 fs2, while the back surface is 
coated with an anti-reflection coating to 

maximize transmission. Manufactured 
from low wavefront distortion, 10-5 
surface quality fused silica substrates, 
TECHPSEC Ultrafast Harmonic Sep-
arators are available in two designs for 
separating harmonics of either 800 nm 
or 1030 nm lasers.

 New TECHSPEC λ/40 Aspheric 
Lenses feature a high numerical aper-
ture design and an aspheric figure error 

of λ/40 or better, achieved via precision 
magnetorheological finishing (MRF). A 
range of diameters from 15 to 50 mm are 
available as standard and are ideal for 
a variety of imaging and low light level 
applications. These aspheres are also 
available coated for specific Nd:YAG 
laser wavelengths as the TECHSPEC 
λ/40 laser grade aspheric lenses. These 
coated versions provide less than 0.25 % 
reflection, improved surface quality, and 
diffraction limited performance at their 
design wavelength. Each TECHSPEC 
λ/40 aspheric lens is individually mea-
sured for 3D surface profile and test data 
is provided for each lens. 

To view these products and the many 
more exciting new products offered at 
Edmund Optics, visit the new products 
page at edmundoptics.eu.

Edmund Optics GmbH
Isaac-Fulda-Allee 5

55124 Mainz, Germany
Phone: +49 (0)6131 5700 0 

e-mail: info@edmundoptics.eu
Web: www.edmundoptics.eu
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