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Abstract: Novel ways to detect the handedness in chiral optical 
metamaterials by means of the second harmonic generation (SHG) process 
have recently been proposed. However, the precise origin of the SHG 
emission has yet to be unambiguously established. In this paper, we present 
computational simulations of both the electric currents and the 
electromagnetic fields in chiral planar metamaterials, at the fundamental 
frequency (FF), and discuss the implications of our results on the 
characteristics of experimentally measured SHG. In particular, we show that 
the results of our numerical simulations are in good agreement with the 
experimental mapping of SHG sources. Thus, the SHG in these 
metamaterials can be attributed to a strong local enhancement of the 
electromagnetic fields at the FF, which depends on the particular structure 
of the patterned metamaterial. 

© 2011 Optical Society of America 
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1. Both experimental and theoretical mapping of the SHG sources are required 

Recently, Pendry and co-authors theoretically predicted that in specially engineered, metallic 
metamaterials, novel and enhanced nonlinear optical phenomena could be observed [1]. This 
idea stems from the fact that, in metallic metamaterials, there is a nonlinear dependence 
between the excitation field and the resulting local field enhancement. One major contribution 
to the local field enhancement is attributable to surface plasmon resonances. These are 
collective oscillations of the free electrons in metals, which can be readily excited by the 
electric field of light waves. Plasmon excitations with different physical properties can be 
generated upon nanopatterning a metal surface, namely: propagating (delocalized) plasmon 
waves or localized plasmon resonances. In other words, artificial surface structuring allows 
one to nano-engineer the local field intensity and spatial distribution that are due to plasmons. 
Consequently, plasmon-enhanced linear and nonlinear optical effects can be studiedachieved 
with nanopatterned metallic surfaces. Nonlinear optical effects, such as the second-, third-, or 
forth-harmonic generation, scale as the second, third or fourth power of the electromagnetic 
field intensity, respectively. Accordingly, nonlinear optical effects are very sensitive to 
electromagnetic field enhancements, such as those induced by plasmon excitation. It is 
expected, therefore, that nonlinear optical effects that are strongly dependent on the optical 
field inhomogeneity at nanoscale are achievable in metallic metamaterials. 

Among the nonlinear optical effects observed upon light interaction with metallic 
structures, second harmonic generation (SHG) is particularly of interest because of its 
surface/interface symmetry sensitivity, down to the atomic level [2]. More generally speaking, 
this symmetry sensitivity is also present in higher-order harmonics, as long as they are even 
and the medium is centro-symmetric; this latter condition is satisfied by most metals with low 
optical losses. Besides its surface/interface sensitivity, SHG is especially sensitive to the 
symmetry properties of the crystalline lattice [3], to geometric features [4], as well as to 
externally applied electric [5] and magnetic [6,7] dc fields. More specifically, local or 
externally applied static electric and magnetic fields can break the symmetry of the material; 
consequently, SHG can be used effectively for imaging ferroelectric [8] and ferromagnetic [9] 
domains. In addition to rotation and time symmetry transformation, surface SHG is also 
sensitive to mirror symmetry transformations: chirality. 

Historically, SHG studies of chiral symmetry breaking have been chiefly associated with 
chemistry, pharmacology, and biology. Specifically, many organic molecules are chiral and 
their handedness plays an important role in chemical reactions. It has been demonstrated that 
the SHG equivalents of optical rotatory dispersion (ORD) and circular dichroism (CD), 
designated as SHG-ORD [10] and SHG-CD [11], respectively, are typically several orders of 
magnitude more sensitive than their linear counterpart. Consequently, SHG techniques 
constitute particularly valuable spectroscopic tools for investigating the physical properties of 
thin layers, including molecular monolayers, fibers, surfaces, and membranes [12]. In such 
structures, supramolecular ordering can further increase the SHG signal; Fig. 1a illustrates this 
concept. The role of supramolecular ordering has been demonstrated in chiral helicene 
molecules [13], where the SHG-ORD and SHG-CD spectra yield very large signals [14]. 
Viewing chiral plasmonic resonators (meta-molecules) as the macroscopic counterpart of 
chiral molecules, it is expected that the SHG would be significantly enhanced upon 

#142180 - $15.00 USD Received 3 Feb 2011; revised 14 Mar 2011; accepted 14 Mar 2011; published 22 Apr 2011
(C) 2011 OSA 1 May 2011 / Vol. 1,  No. 1 / OPTICAL MATERIALS EXPRESS  38



distributing chiral plasmonic structures into a supramolecular chiral metasurface (see Fig. 1b) 
[15]. 

Plasmon-induced enhancement of SHG signal from a variety of nanosized objects, such as 
nanorods [16], chains of nanoparticles [17], nanowires [18] and periodically-structured arrays 
of nanostructures [19,20], has been recently reported. The SHG enhancement in a single gold 
metallic nanoparticle, 150 nm size, has also been observed [21,22]. Upon imaging, this local 
field enhancement appears as a hotspot. Such hotspots were also observed upon mapping the 
local enhancement of the SHG response from gold clusters consisting of 5 to 80 nanometer-
sized metal grains, randomly distributed upon the surface of a silica substrate [23]. Similarly, 
SHG hotspots have been observed in rough silver films, where the hotspot was attributed to a 
single silver nanoparticle [24]. Nevertheless, while there is a well established theoretical 
framework for the SHG in regular materials [25], the origin and properties of SHG in 
plasmonic nanostructures poses a series of yet unanswered questions. 

 

Fig. 1. Second harmonic generation methods for studying chirality were developed in organic 
molecules before being applied to metamaterials. In (a), illustration of SHG from 
supramolecularly ordered chiral helicenes molecules. In (b), illustration of SHG from G-shaped 
nanostructures, arranged in a chiral unit cell. The incoming light is at 800 nm (near red color) 
and the detected signal is at 400 nm (near blue color). 

One of the main difficulties in characterizing the SHG from metallic nanoparticles stems 
from the fact that the SHG can be the result of several competing contributions, such as 
electric dipoles, magnetic dipoles and electric quadrupoles, and higher-order effects. In 
centrosymmetric materials, the (local) bulk electric dipole contribution to the SHG cancels 
and, therefore, the leading-order sources of the SHG are surface electric dipoles and the 
(nonlocal) contributions from bulk magnetic dipoles and electric quadrupoles. In metallic 
nanostructures, the local field enhancement and the corresponding large spatial variation of 
the field distribution increase the contribution to the SHG of both the surface and bulk 
components. Large multipolar contributions have thus been observed in plasmonic L-shaped 
[26] and G-shaped [27] metal nanostructures. Contributions from octupoles to the SHG signal 
of gold nanoparticles with size of ~100 nm have also been reported [28]. In this connection, a 
theoretical model that attributes most SHG to the bulk sources, thus explaining the 
enhancement of multipolar contribution to the SHG, has been proposed [29]. However, this 
same issue of surface versus bulk contribution to the SHG in nanostructured metal films has 
been investigated by Kauranen’s group, the conclusion of this study being that the surface 
contribution dominates [30]. While the distribution of the local field enhancement at the 
fundamental frequency undoubtedly plays a role in the SHG response, both these studies lack 
an experimental mapping of the near-field distribution at the second harmonic. 

To the best of our knowledge, the relationship between the local field enhancement at the 
fundamental frequency and the SHG in chiral metamaterials has not been unambiguously 
demonstrated yet. Because of the large dielectric constant of most metals, the near-field 
distribution in metallic nanostructures is extremely inhomogeneous. In previous theoretical 
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studies the local field enhancement and spatial field inhomogeneity have been taken into 
account, for instance, when calculating the SHG response of spherical particles [31]. 
Generally, this procedure consists in three steps. First, the field at the fundamental frequency 
is determined numerically. Second, this fundamental frequency field is used to determine the 
nonlinear polarization (sources) at the second harmonic. And third, the electromagnetic field 
at the second harmonic is calculated (see, e.g [32].) by using the nonlinear polarization 
sources. Numerical simulations based on this approach can provide the spatial variation of the 
fundamental frequency and the second harmonic fields at the nanoscale although, in some 
cases, they can be time consuming and computationally demanding. To validate these 
numerical simulations, it is essential to develop alternative, experimental techniques, which 
then are to be used in conjunction with numerical methods to explore nonlinear optical effects 
at the nanoscale. To this end, we have recently demonstrated that SHG microscopy is a 
powerful tool for experimental mapping of the SHG sources in G-shaped nanostructures made 
of gold [27,33,34]. However, these experimental investigations were not yet validated by 
numerical simulations. 

In this paper we present the results of a computational analysis of the spatial distribution 
of the local field enhancement at the fundamental frequency. In our study, we use MAGMAS’ 
and RSoft’s DiffractMOD software tools, which provide the surface currents and 
electromagnetic field distribution, respectively, generated upon the interaction between light 
and chiral metallic nanostructures. In both cases, the numerical maps of the local field 
enhancement at the fundamental frequency match the experimental mapping of SHG sources. 
Consequently, the origin of the SHG can unambiguously be attributed to maxima of the 
surface charge density, which in turn depend on the geometry of the structures. Our results 
suggest that SHG microscopy can be used efficiently for mapping the local field enhancement 
in nanostructured metamaterials. 

2. We provide numerical simulations and experimental SHG microscopy 

The sample preparation starts with a 200 mm single crystalline Si wafer, see Fig. 2a. On top 
of the wafer, a 100 nm thick layer of SiOx is thermally grown. The wafers are cleaned in two 
steps: first in a mixture of H2SO4/H2O2 and, second, in NH4OH/H2O2/DIW mixture. Rinsing is 
performed in DIW. Next, a double resist layer of PMMA(polymethyl metacrylate)/co-PMMA, 
with thicknesses of 200 nm and 250 nm, respectively, is spun on top of the wafer, see Fig. 2b. 
On that double resist layer, high resolution electron beam lithography (EBL) is done with a 
VB6 system from Leica Microsystems Lithography, see Fig. 2c. The system is equipped with 
a thermal field emission electron source running at 20-100 kV providing a high brightness and 
small source size. Stage positioning is monitored by a laser interferometer with λ /512 = 1.3 
nm precision. The VB6 system is also equipped with a real-time laser height sensor for 
dynamic field size corrections, and dynamic focus/astigmatism corrections all over the 
standard fields of 0.8192 mm (50 kV). The beam can be focused into a spot of 2 nm but 
proximity effects generated by unwanted secondary electrons and backscattered electrons 
raise this spot up to 25 nm. After the EBL exposure, the sample is immersed in a mixture of 
isopropyl alcohol and methyl isobutyl ketone for development, see Fig. 2d. Because of the 
lower molecular weight of co-PMMA with respect to PMMA, the bottom resist layer goes 
into solution faster than the top layer, making a convenient overhanging resist profile which 
facilitates the subsequent lift off procedure. Next, the remaining resist is subjected to a baking 
process, see Fig. 2e, which finalizes the preparation of the mask. The sample is now ready for 
material evaporation. Evaporation is done by sputtering of, first, a 3 nm thick Ti layer for 
adhesion, and then of 25 nm thick Au layer, see Fig. 2f. Once the metal layers are in place, it 
is time for the lift-off, i.e. the removal of the resist mask. To this purpose, the wafer is 
immersed in warm acetone or dichloromethane for a few minutes, see Fig. 2g, followed by an 
ultrasonic bath (few seconds). Then it is rinsed in iso-propanol and it is dried in a flow of 
nitrogen gas. The sample is then ready for SHG measurements, see Fig. 1h. 

SHG microscopy images are collected with a confocal laser scanning microscope, Zeiss 
LSM 510 META (Jena, Germany). The sample is illuminated by a Mai-Tai DeepSee 
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femtosecond pulsed Ti:Sapphire laser, directed to the sample by a dichroic mirror (HFT 
KP650) and through a Zeiss alpha PLAN-apochromat 100x/1.46 oil immersion objective. The 
fundamental excitation wavelength is 800 nm. The working distance of the 100x objective 
extends to 170 µm and the laser spot on the sample is elliptical, due to the high NA of 1.45 
[35], with half axes 300 nm and 400 nm. After passing through a dichroic mirror (NFT545) 
and a short-pass filter (KP685), the SHG-signal is collected by photomultiplier tube. The 
image is formed with a scanning speed of 102.4 µs for the pixel dwell time; each line is 
scanned twice and averaged. Because optical sectioning is achieved through the multi-photon 
process, the confocal microscope pinhole diameter is set to its maximum value (open). The 
experimental data are then compared to numerical simulations. 

 

Fig. 2. Sample preparation. In (a), we start with a Si wafer. In (b), a double resist layer is spin-
coated on the wafer. In (c), exposure: the nanostructures’ pattern is drawn on the resist with 
electron beam lithography. In (d), development: a solvent removes the resist within the pattern. 
In (e), drying of the resist produces a mask. In (f), the mask is subjected to metal evaporation. 
In (g), lift-off: all the resist is removed in a solvent bath. In (h), the sample is ready. 

MAGMAS is a numerical software tool, originally developed at the Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven, for electromagnetic problems in the microwave and millimeter wave 
frequency bands [36,37]. It has been extended to include the special features of plasmonic 
nano-technology: (near) optical frequencies, strongly dispersive materials and the need for 
volumetric meshing. It formulates the Integral Equations for the structure under study, which 
are solved using the Method of Moments. MAGMAS is a so-called quasi-3D solver, which 
means that it is especially suited for topologies involving nano-components in multilayered 
structures. This is due to the fact that the multilayered background medium is taken into 
account analytically in the formulation. Only the actual components have to be meshed. 
Compared to differential equation techniques, like for example the finite-difference time-
domain method, the resulting size of the numerical problem may be orders of magnitude 
smaller. 

The field distribution at the fundamental frequency is calculated by using a commercially 
available software tool, RSoft’s DiffractMOD [38]. The code implements a numerical method 
widely used in the analysis of optical properties of metallic and dielectric diffraction gratings, 
namely, the rigorous coupled-wave analysis method. Briefly described, the numerical method 
consists in decomposing in Fourier modes the reflected and transmitted fields, the 
corresponding modal amplitudes being determined by integrating across the structure a system 
of ordinary differential equations defined by the boundary conditions at the input and output 
facets of the periodic structure. The Fourier modes consist of both propagating and evanescent 
waves, which allows one to rigorously determine the spatial distribution of both the far- and 
near-field. In our simulations numerical convergence has been reached when 17 diffraction 
orders were used for each transverse dimension, which amounts to 35 Fourier modes. 
Moreover, we assumed that the dielectric constant of gold is described by the Lorentz-Drude 
model, with the interband effects being characterized by a superposition of four Lorentzians 
[39]. Our simulations have shown that the Ti adhesion layer does not affect the field 

#142180 - $15.00 USD Received 3 Feb 2011; revised 14 Mar 2011; accepted 14 Mar 2011; published 22 Apr 2011
(C) 2011 OSA 1 May 2011 / Vol. 1,  No. 1 / OPTICAL MATERIALS EXPRESS  41



distribution at the surface of the metallic structures although, as expected, it leads to larger 
overall absorption in the structure. 

3. SHG depends on the local field enhancement at the fundamental frequency 

The polarization at the second harmonic frequency can be written as [40]: 

                  2 3
2 2 2 : ,D Q

i i i ijk j k ijkl j k lP P P                  (1) 

where 
 2

ijk  and 
 3

ijkl  are second- and third-rank susceptibility tensors, respectively, while i, j 

and k represent any of the Cartesian coordinates X, Y and Z. The coordinate system is oriented 
so that X, and Y are in the plane of the sample, while Z is perpendicular to the sample. The 
first term in Eq. (1) is the surface-specific electric dipole contribution, indicated by the index 
D. The second term in Eq. (1) includes the bulk-specific electric quadrupole and magnetic 
dipole contributions, indicated by the index Q. In isotropic media, the latter take the following 
form [41]: 
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In metals, we can write [42]: 
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If we assume that        local LE E , where  L   represents the local field factors 

for the fundamental frequency [41], it then follows that, for the dipolar contributions: 
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where  2L  represents the local field factors at the second harmonic frequency. The local 

field factors  L  and  2L   contain the contributions from plasmonic excitations, such as 

those observed in our nanostructures. Furthermore, for the quadrupolar contributions: 
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Combining Eqs. (4) and (5), we obtain: 

        22 2 2 .local L L   P P  (6) 

And henceforth, the intensity at the second harmonic can be expressed as: 

        
2

22 2 2 .   I L L P  (7) 

This relationship implies that, in metal nanostructures, we expect a correspondence between 
the distribution of local field enhancements at the fundamental frequency and the SHG 
sources. 

4. SHG matches the numerical simulations performed at the fundamental frequency 

In Fig. 3a and Fig. 3b, the geometry of the G-shaped and mirror-G-shaped nanostrucres, 
respectively, can be seen. For these structures, under the influence of linearly polarized light, 
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SHG microscopy reveals four hotspots that are positioned along the diagonals in Fig. 3c and 
Fig. 3d. This result has already been reported, though the precise location of the hotspot on the 
structures was not clear [33,35]. 

 

Fig. 3. Mapping of the SHG sources matches the mapping of surface field enhancements at the 
fundamental frequency. In (a) and (b), the geometry of the two sample configurations that were 
used for the gold nanostructures. Experiments and calculations were performed for linearly, 
right-hand and left-hand circularly polarized light as indicated on the left side. The images are 
organized columnwise according to the sample. The images (c), (i), (o), (e), (k), (q), (g), (m), 
(s) and (d), (j), (p), (f), (l), (r), (h), (n), (t) refer to G-shaped and mirror-G, respectively. The 
first two columns of the images are obtained with SHG microscopy. The third and fourth 
columns are calculated with the MAGMAS software. The fifth and sixth columns are obtained 
with the DiffractMOD software. 

In order to clarify the location of the hotspots, numerical simulations of the electrical 
currents at the fundamental frequency were performed with the MAGMAS software. Note 
that this software calculates the surface currents, which are expected to be proportional with 
the local field enhancement. Figure 3e and Fig. 3f show the resulting maps of local field 
enhancements at the surface of the nanostructures. In each case, the strongest field 
enhancements are situated in four regions that correspond to the SHG hotspots. Because these 
simulations do not take into account the dielectric, the substrate, and the Ti adhesion layer, 
their agreement with the SHG results demonstrates that the electromagnetic behavior of the 
gold nanostructures is the main cause for the SHG signal. Moreover, numerical simulations of 
the electric fields at the fundamental frequency were performed with the DiffractMOD 
software. Neither these simulations nor those performed with MAGMAS took into account 
the substrate. Nevertheless, the results in Fig. 3g and Fig. 3h are in remarkable agreement with 
both MAGMAS simulations and the SHG microscopy. For better comparison with the SHG, 
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the DiffractMOD results show the squared electric fields at the surface of the nanostructures. 
The agreement between the experimental results at the second harmonic and both simulations 
at the fundamental frequency can also be observed for right-hand circularly polarized light, 
Fig. 3i to Fig. 3n, as well as for left-hand circularly polarized light, Fig. 3o to Fig. 3t. It should 
be noted that for circularly polarized light, there is a large circular dichroism effect both in the 
SHG and in the simulations. In fact, regarding SHG this effect has previously been reported, 
though, as with linearly polarized light, the location and origin of the hotspot patterns was 
ambiguous. It should be noted that both the MAGMAS and the DiffractMOD simulations 
were performed with a linearly polarized light and did not take into account the tight focusing 
of the beam; the incident beam was assumed to be a plane wave. The agreement between 
simulations and experimental results clearly shows that the tight focusing does not constitute a 
crucial factor, which is explained by the fact that the hotspot formation is chiefly a near-field 
effect. 

 

Fig. 4. Magnetic fields at the surface of the gold nanostructures also match the distribution of 
SHG sources. In (a), (c) and (e), magnetic field intensity in G-shaped nanostructures, for 
linearly, right-hand circularly and left-hand circularly polarized light, respectively. In (b), (d) 
and (f), magnetic field intensity in mirror-G-shaped nanostructures, for linearly, right-hand 
circularly and left-hand circularly polarized light, respectively. The white lines are guides to 
the eye, highlighting the correspondence to the SHG microscopy patterns. 

The simulations results in Fig. 3, pinpoint the exact location of the hotspots on the 
structures and establish a clear relationship between the location of the second harmonic 
sources and local field enhancements of the electrical currents and field, at the fundamental 
frequency. But what about the magnetic field? 

In optical metamaterials, it was suggested that larger SHG signals could be detected when 
magnetic-dipole resonances are excited, as compared with purely electric-dipole resonances 
[43]. In order to investigate the magnetic fields at the fundamental optical frequency in our 
structures, DiffractMOD simulations were performed and the resulting maps are shown in Fig. 
4. Starting with the G-shaped nanostructures, as it can be seen for linearly, right-hand 
circularly and left-hand circularly polarized light in Fig. 4a, Fig. 4b, and Fig. 4c, respectively, 
the maxima of the magnetic field intensities correspond to the SHG microscopy patterns, 
indicated with white lines. This same correspondence is also observed with the mirror-G-
shaped nanostructures, in Fig. 4d, Fig. 4e, and Fig. 4f. 
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According to Eq. (7), the local field effects take the form of a multiplication factor to both 
the surface (electric dipoles) and the bulk (magnetic dipoles, electric quadrupoles, etc.) 
contributions to the SHG intensity. The expected correspondence between the patterns of 
SHG sources and the patterns of local field enhancements at the fundamental frequency was 
experimentally verified, as shown in Fig. 3 and Fig. 4. Our results demonstrate that the origin 
of SHG in these structures is determined by the local field enhancements at the fundamental 
frequency. 

5. SHG microscopy is an efficient technique for mapping local field enhancements 

In conclusion, while previous studies of the origin of SHG in metamaterials accurately 
predicted the overall SHG intensity for different polarized-analyzer configurations and 
dependence on quarter-wave plate rotation, they did not map the actual SHG sources on the 
nanostructures. In this paper we demonstrated that experimental mapping of the SHG sources 
matches very well with the results of numerical simulations of the local field enhancements at 
the fundamental frequency. Our results are in perfect agreement with the existing theoretical 
framework for SHG enhancements from local field factors. The numerical simulations 
presented here could be extended to the second harmonic response in order to reproduce the 
overall SHG intensity for different polarized-analyzer configurations and quarter- or half-
wave plate rotation dependences. 

From a practical point of view, our data demonstrate that SHG microscopy constitutes an 
imaging method for mapping local field enhancements in metamaterials. This new 
visualization tool is important because it has been instrumental in exploring the novel 
properties of chiral optical metamaterials. Also, SHG imaging is a very helpful technique as 
the images that were revealed from the nanostructures are surprising and counter-intuitive. 
Furthermore, our application of SHG is user friendly due to the fact that a commercial 
confocal microscope was adapted for SHG imaging and the samples followed a standard 
preparation procedure. Moreover, SHG imaging appears to be widely applicable since 
successful imaging was obtained from different shapes (Gs, Us, Ls and Is) and different 
materials, such as Au [33], Ni [44] and, most recently, Pd. 
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