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Abstract Recently, a dynamic vortex Mott transition has
been observed in an array of superconducting nanodots.
Here, we report the effect of the interaction of microwave
radiation on this system and we show the occurrence of
giant Shapiro steps.

Keywords Vortex lattices - Superconducting proximity
networks - Far from equilibrium phenomena - Microwave
radiation - Dynamic vortex Mott transitions

1 Introduction

It is known that regular square arrays of BCS-type supercon-
ductors in the shape of crosses [1, 2], dots [3], or anti-dots
[4, 5] on top of both metallic and insulating substrates have
been investigated on varied length scales. In particular, the
zero-temperature phase can be tuned to a conductor [3]
and an insulator [5] by making the distance between grains
larger than the coherence length. The increased level of con-
trol over the spatial complexity and disorder in a regular
square array of nanostructured superconductors has made
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possible the observation of a vortex Mott insulator-to-metal
transition which occurs far from equilibrium [6]. In this
paper, we measure the influence of an external RF source.
We observe the well-known Shapiro steps in a sample where
also the dynamic vortex Mott transition has been observed.

2 Superconductivity and Microwave Radiation

Superconductors interact with radiation in numerous ways.
Radiation can break up Cooper pairs if the photon energy
exceeds the superconducting gap, causing the resistance
to increase. Furthermore, in cuprate thin films, an argon
laser can decrease the resistance of the film, which persists
for a long time after the laser is turned off (called persis-
tent photoconductivity). This effect is possibly caused by
the ordering of mobile charge carriers or defects [7]. In
particular, when a Josephson junction is irradiated with a
radio wave source, steps are created in the voltage-current
characteristics. These steps are called Shapiro steps and
are a direct consequence of the induced AC current in the
junction. The average DC voltage as a function of current
shows horizontal plateaus at integer multiples of the volt-
age Vss = hw/(2e), called Shapiro steps [8]. When a large
number of identical junctions is connected in series, they
will all resonate at the same current resulting in a volt-
age plateau at exactly N* Vsg. These steps are called giant
Shapiro steps [1, 9] and can be used as voltage standards
[10]. Moreover, they have been observed in cuprates [11]
and disordered arrays [12]. Conversely, when a DC cur-
rent larger than I is passed through a Josephson junction,
it will start to emit radiation of a fixed wavelength. In an
array of Josephson junctions, the collective emission can
be used to create a lasing mechanism [13]. The sensitivity
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Fig. 1 IV characteristics of a square Josephson junction array of 300-
by-300 Nb dots with and without an external RF power source with a
frequency of 6282 MHz. A giant Shapiro step is observed at a voltage
of 3.90 mV, corresponding to the theoretical value of N ®gw/(277). The
measurement is done at a temperature of 4.2 K. The Shapiro step is
hard to observe in the IV curve, but in the differential resistance, it can
be clearly seen

to light in a broad range of frequencies has lead to numer-
ous applications. The microwave sensitivity is applied in
technologies like multiplexers, cryogenic receivers, delay
lines, and antennas [14—16], while the infrared sensitivity
is used in for space detectors [17]. In the search of poten-
tial applications for modern electronics, here we report an
observation of giant Shapiro steps in the artificially made
superconducting nanostructures with controlled complexity.

3 Design

Our choice to manufacture an array of proximity-coupled
superconducting nanodots has been motivated by the recent
interest in superconducting networks [18] and on the con-
cept of the vortex-quantum particle mapping, which was
used as a tool to explain the vortex Mott transition [6, 21].
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4 Experiment

A square array of 300-by-300 Nb islands was therefore
grown on a thin layer of gold on top of a Si/SiO; substrate.
The substrate consists of a 6-um-thick oxidized layer on
p-doped Si. The gold layer was fabricated with photolithog-
raphy and DC sputtering. The Nb islands were fabricated
with e-beam lithography and DC sputtering. The islands
have a diameter of 210 & 10 nm and the array has a lat-
tice constant of 250 nm. On both sides of the array, a Nb
bar was deposited to ensure a uniform current through the
array. A four-point probe measurement was done, but due
to the equipotential nature of the Nb bars, this results in an
effective two-point measurement between the bars. A small
pickup loop was held directly above the array to apply RF
radiation. A resonant frequency was found at 6282 MHz at
which all measurements are done. Furthermore, a transverse
magnetic field was applied. Transport measurements were
done in a liquid helium bath cryostat.

current(mA)
o
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V/Vstep
Fig. 2 IV characteristics of a square Josephson junction array of 300-
by-300 Nb islands with an external RF power source with a frequency
of 6282 MHz at various magnetic fields f = BA/®¢. The shape of the
Shapiro step is dependent on the magnetic field
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5 Results and Discussion

Figure 1 shows the voltage measurement on the array with
(blue) and without (red) an external RF field. From the IV
curve, it is hard to see the plateau, but by taking the deriva-
tive dV/dI, one observes a dip of about 20 % precisely at the
expected voltage Vss = N®ow / (2mr) = 3.90 mV. Here, N
is the number of junctions, @ is the flux quantum, and w
is the angular frequency of the incoming radiation. The dip
is clearly not present in the unirradiated case. The depres-
sion in dV/dI is smaller than in similar studies of regular
square arrays [1, 2, 4], but a direct comparison is difficult
because in this setup, it is unknown how much power the
pickup loop actually converts into radiation. Figure 2 shows
transport measurements with constant RF radiation for dif-
ferent magnetic fields. The magnetic field is normalized to
Bo = ®pa? where a? is the area of one cell of the lattice. At
B = By, the depression of the dV/dI at the Shapiro step is
smaller than without a magnetic field, but at f = 1/2, it is
smaller still. Fractional Shapiro steps observed in previous
studies [1, 2, 4] are not clearly visible. The reason for this
could be that the coupled power of the RF radiation is too
small.

The magnetic field By = 33.1 mT is significantly smaller
than the B.; value of the bulk Nb (~100 mT at4.2 K) [16]. It
is expected that in our sample, B for both the bars and the
dots will be larger than By, such that the sample will contain
Josephson vortices, but no Abrikosov vortices. At f = 1, all
elementary squares with side a are filled with a Josephson
vortex. At f = 1, the vortices exactly counter the exter-
nal magnetic field, which leads to a homogeneous current
through the device (no current goes through the transverse
junctions). This is the same for f = 0, and indeed the
dV/dI(I) curve looks the same for f = 1 and f = 0. For f
= 1/2, however, the vortices counter the mean external field,
but the local difference causes a ground state of circulating
clockwise and counter-clockwise currents in a checkerboard
configuration [17].

The depression in the differential resistance at the first
Shapiro step at f = 1/2 is smaller than that at f = 1,
which indicates that there is some interplay between the vor-
tices and the RF radiation. Possibly, the vortices distort the
otherwise uniform current preventing the synchronization
necessary for giant Shapiro steps.

6 Conclusions
We have observed giant Shapiro steps in a sample consisting

of a superconducting array of dots where we also observe
the dynamic vortex Mott transition. With the increasing

precision and control of a complex landscape for super-
conductivity in arrays of superconducting nanostructures,
complex superconducting networks will be realized by
mimicking the one observed in high-temperature supercon-
ductivity [22-34] and discussed in several recent theoretical
works [35-41].
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