
ARTICLE

Real-time terahertz imaging with a single-pixel
detector
Rayko Ivanov Stantchev 1✉, Xiao Yu2,3, Thierry Blu 1 & Emma Pickwell-MacPherson1,3

Terahertz (THz) radiation is poised to have an essential role in many imaging applications,

from industrial inspections to medical diagnosis. However, commercialization is prevented by

impractical and expensive THz instrumentation. Single-pixel cameras have emerged as

alternatives to multi-pixel cameras due to reduced costs and superior durability. Here, by

optimizing the modulation geometry and post-processing algorithms, we demonstrate the

acquisition of a THz-video (32 × 32 pixels at 6 frames-per-second), shown in real-time, using

a single-pixel fiber-coupled photoconductive THz detector. A laser diode with a digital

micromirror device shining visible light onto silicon acts as the spatial THz modulator. We

mathematically account for the temporal response of the system, reduce noise with a lock-in

free carrier-wave modulation and realize quick, noise-robust image undersampling. Since our

modifications do not impose intricate manufacturing, require long post-processing, nor

sacrifice the time-resolving capabilities of THz-spectrometers, their greatest asset, this work

has the potential to serve as a foundation for all future single-pixel THz imaging systems.
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The information obtained from imaging with THz radiation
has generated a great body of research showing potential
applications in very diverse areas, see refs. 1–4 and refer-

ences therein. Non-invasive THz inspections of semiconductor
wafers5 have yielded insight into the photocarrier dynamics of
organic solar cells6, observed crystal quality degradation in per-
ovskites under UV illumination7, and measured the conductivity
of graphene8 and indium-tin-oxide9 samples. Further, the THz
transparency of many common materials has been exploited to
reveal sub-subsurface defects in carbon-fiber reinforced compo-
sites10 and sub-structures of paintings11. In addition, clinical use
of THz imaging is a highly sought after goal as the high-water
sensitivity of these non-ionizing waves gives a label-free imaging
contrast between healthy and cancerous tissue12 and other
afflictions13.

THz-imaging technology, despite showing great application
potential, is yet to be employed in the real-world most notably
due to high equipment costs and/or needing highly trained
operators. The reason for this is, unlike the visible domain where
there are megapixel imaging arrays in all modern smartphones,
the construction of a THz pixelated-detector array is problematic
simply due to a lack of suitable materials; thus most current
multipixel THz-detector arrays are narrowband or require cryo-
genic temperatures14,15, although microbolometer arrays offer
great potential as they can detect large bandwidths at room
temperature16. In fact, microbolometer arrays have been used to
obtain amplitude and phase images at a single THz frequency via
the use of digital holography17,18. However, spectral images
would require taking multiple images at different frequencies and
would not achieve the sub-picosecond temporal resolution
granted by THz-spectrometers, a capacity needed for observing
ultra-fast dynamics. Although one can use electro-optic THz
detection combined with an optical CCD array to map out a THz
image19 and circumvent the above problems, this requires a low-
repetition rate regenerative amplified Ti:Sapphire laser rendering
the entire system expensive, bulky and inflexible.

Recent advances in spatial light modulators have opened the
door to alternative imaging technologies, notably the use of
single-element detectors in conjunction with spatial encoding
masks20–24. In this imaging modality, one encodes a beam of light
with a time-varying spatial mask and records the transmission (or
reflection) from an object with a single-element detector. Then
knowledge of the spatial patterns and the detector readouts are
combined to reconstruct an image of the object20,25. Not only
THz single-pixel cameras have gathered recent attention26–28 as
they offer a viable path towards cheap and robust, no-moving-
parts THz-imaging systems, thus eliminating the need for linear
xy-stages used in other interference-based THz-imaging setups
such as reference29, but also because they have been used to study
various systems at sub-wavelength resolutions30,31. Namely, a
single-pixel THz camera that was used to perform near-field
studies of graphene32, revealed micron-sized circuitry defects
hidden by silicon33 and even made it possible to study sub-
wavelength sized biological matter34. However, these works have
all had slow imaging speeds: there is yet to be an explicit inves-
tigation into the modulation depth, switch-speeds and software
design of such THz single-pixel imaging systems.

Here, we consider and optimize the factors that affect the
efficiency of operation in this THz-imaging scheme. We experi-
mentally show the most efficient geometry for the spatial mod-
ulator to be a total internal reflection (TIR) configuration. Then,
by considering the temporal response of the system, we show that
with post-processing one can reach a mask modulation rate of
20 kHz, only limited by the visible-light spatial modulator where
otherwise physical phenomena limit us to 6–8 kHz. We further
optimize the system by applying a carrier-wave modulation and

adjusting the equations for further gains in signal-to-noise
without needing a lock-in amplifier. To conclude, we deliberate
image undersampling methodologies with fast image recon-
struction to reduce the total acquisition time, culminating to the
acquisition of a THz video with 32 × 32 resolution and 6 frames
per second displayed in real-time using a single-pixel detector.
This significantly improves up on the current state-of-the-art
which achieved 8 × 8 resolution at 1 frames per second26.

Results
Imaging with a spatial THz modulator. To obtain an image
with a spatial modulator and some single-pixel detector the fol-
lowing is performed: a beam of radiation is patterned with a time-
varying mask and the transmission (or reflection) is simulta-
neously recorded through an object with a single-element
detector. Then knowledge of the temporal-variation of the mask
is combined with the temporal-readout of the detector to
reconstruct an image of object as follows; if our object has a
spatial transmission function ψ(x, y) and if at time t our mask had
a spatial response described by a(t, x, y), then our detector
readout at this time is y(t) = ∫∫ψ(x, y)a(t, x, y)dxdy. This idea is
most elegantly expressed as a matrix equation

Y ¼ AΨ; ð1Þ

where the ith entry of Y is our ith detector readout, the ith row of
A is the spatial mask a(ti, x, y) reshaped into a 1D vector and Ψ is
the 1D vector version of our object’s image. The image is obtained
via matrix inversion methods21,23,25,33, and is compatible with
compressed sensing algorithms where there are fewer measure-
ments than the number of pixels in the image24,31,35. These ideas
are thoroughly discussed in section Undersampling, and the
images in “Software Optimization” section were obtained with a
fully sampled Paley type-I Hadamard matrix.

For the above idea to be implemented, spatial modulation of a
beam of radiation is needed. The most common THz modulators
employ conductivity changes in some material for the control of
THz radiation. For example, in high resistivity silicon, the Drude
plasma frequency is below the THz regime yielding a dielectric
material response. However, upon intense optical excitation, the
increase of charge carriers moves the Drude plasma frequency
above the THz frequencies switching the material response to that
of a poor-conductor28,33,36. Further, by spatially patterning the
optical pump beam, one can create a spatial THz modulator as
the illuminated regions are rendered conductive and the other
regions are left transparent. Alternatively, electrical injection/
depletion of charge carriers can also be used to this effect37,38.
Although an electrical modulator would be preferable as it would
not need an optical pump source, hence reducing the system size,
and the switch rates would be limited by electronics as opposed to
other physical processes (with appropriate design), an optical
pump spatial THz modulator is yet easier to be implemented with
current technology. In any case, the ideas and methods described
in the rest of this work are equally applicable for both electrically
and optically controlled THz modulators. However, readers need
to be aware that we use an optically controlled THz modulator;
high resistivity silicon (>2000 Ω cm, 500-μm-thick) illuminated
by a 450 nm continuous-wave (CW) laser diode.

Note, in this work we use a commercial THz time-domain
spectrometer (MENLO K15), which uses a pair of fiber-coupled
photoconductive antennae as the emitter-receiver pair. An optical
delay line changes the temporal arrival times of the femtosecond
pulses incident onto the emitter and receiver allowing the
measurement of the temporal THz waveform. A DAQ card (NI-
USB 6351) reads out the detector and bias state of the emitter
instead of the built-in Lock-In amplifier.
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Modulation geometry. Our modulation relies on controlling the
conductivity of a material, however the angle of incidence onto
the controlled material is also important. Liu et al., derived the
Fresnel coefficients for an infinitely thin conductive layer, con-
ductivity σ, in-between two materials of refractive indices
n1,237,39:

rs ¼
n1 cos θi � n2 cos θt � Z0σ

n1 cos θi þ n2 cos θt þ Z0σ
; ð2aÞ

ts ¼
2n1 cos θi

n1 cos θi þ n2 cos θt þ Z0σ
; ð2bÞ

where Z0 is the free-space impedance (377 Ω) and θi,t are the
incident and transmitted angles, respectively, related to each
other via Snell’s law. Here, we only show the s—polarization
equations although the p—polarization takes a similar form39. It
is obvious that the reflection case can go to zero more easily due
to the subtraction of Z0σ in the numerator of Eq. (2a), whereas
Eq. (2b) requires much larger changes in Z0σ to make ts tend to
zero. With this in mind, an experimental investigation into this
phenomenon needs to be carried out.

We study three different modulation geometries: transmission,
ordinary reflection and total internal reflection (TIR) as shown in
Figs. 1a–c with the angles of incidence on the conductive layer
being 8.5°, 8.5° and 30°, respectively. Figure 1d shows our results

for the modulation depth, defined as M ¼
P

ω
jFfEref ðtÞ�EmodðtÞgjP

ω
jFfEref ðtÞgj

,

where Eref,mod(t) is our reference and modulated THz fields
(Supplementary Note 1) and F is the Fourier transform, for
different excitation powers. Note that the same silicon wafer used
in the reflection and transmission measurements was placed on
top of the silicon prism for truthful comparison. Overall, as
expected all modulation geometries achieve higher modulations
with increasing pump power, however they all appear to be
saturating at high pump powers (>500 mW cm−2) with transmis-
sion, reflection and TIR reaching a maximum modulation of 0.77,
0.57 and 0.91, respectively. The discrepancy between modeling
and experiment regarding the saturation behavior is discussed
later.

TIR outperforms the other geometries with ordinary reflection
being the least efficient for all pump powers. Although from Eqs.
(2a) and (2b) one would expect transmission to be the worst, this
is not the case because ordinary reflection suffers from the largest
insertion losses. In particular, if we have a silicon wafer, as in
Fig. 1b, then the first silicon interface will create a preliminary
reflection that will be measured as can be seen in Supplementary
Fig. 1. This preliminary reflection is not influenced by the
photoexcitation of the top silicon interface, hence it appends a
large unmodulated THz signal onto our detector. Although we
can remove this preliminary reflection in the time-domain, doing
so would be misleading in regards to the overall efficiency.
Experimental removal of this unwanted pulse by using a thick
silicon wafer that spatially separates these two pulses is possible,
however this increases insertion losses. Another idea is to
modulate this first reflection (i.e. photoexcite the bottom silicon
interface in Fig. 1b), however one would be wasting all of the
power transmitted into the silicon. The best solution to reducing
these insertion losses is to simply change the angle of incidence so
that the THz-wave is totally internally reflected at the
photoexcited interface. For a silicon-to-air interface, the critical
angle is 16.9°, which is not attainable simply by changing the
angle of incidence onto a flat silicon wafer. Therefore, we use a
silicon prism to achieve the desired angle of incidence as shown
in Fig. 1c. This is why TIR performs best: it has the same insertion
losses as transmission while achieving a larger modulation depth
as predicted by Eq. (2). Although these equations provide an

intuitive explanation of the observed phenomenon, they do not
provide a complete description of our phenomenon.

We photoexcite charge carriers in silicon with a CW source,
and these carriers will diffuse inside the semiconductor with a
characteristic length around ~0.3 mm rendering the infinitely
thin conductive layer approximation invalid. Therefore, we split
our silicon into a multi-layer structure40, calculate the carrier
concentration in each layer taking into account carrier diffusion
and then use the Drude-model to calculate the permittivity of
each layer (see Supplementary Note 2 for mathematical details).
Although we have accounted for most of the relevant physics, we
have not taken into account charge-carrier saturation mechan-
isms such as carrier-carrier screening and increased carrier
collision rates at high concentration densities41. This is why
modeling predicts higher modulation depths at higher pump
powers than observation. A detailed discussion of these photo-
carrier saturation phenomena would detract from the main aim
of this work, namely optimize single-pixel THz-imaging meth-
odologies. Therefore here it is sufficient to acknowledge that they
will exacerbate further gains in modulation depth by increasing
the pump fluence.

Knowing that the highest modulation depths are achieved in a
TIR geometry, we construct our single-pixel THz camera
accordingly as shown in Fig. 2; a collimated THz beam passes
through an object and an image of the object is projected on the
top interface of a silicon prism. Simultaneously we project, via a
digital micromirror device (DMD), a spatially patterned 450 nm
laser light beam on this silicon interface. As discussed previously,
this imparts the spatial pattern in the 450 nm beam to the
THz beam, and finally the THz is detected by a single-pixel
photoconductive antenna.
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Software optimization. The software part of the system needs to
model the temporal response of the physical components and
significantly improve the overall SNR preferably without needing
long post-processing times. Least-squares fitting algorithms are
very fast and they can be used to fit our measured signals to the
equations describing the physics of our system. This allows us to
adequately account for the component or process with the slowest
temporal response associated with it, whether it is the detector
response time, the modulator switch rate or the amplification
electronics bandwidth for example. In our case, it is switching the
silicon’s material response from dielectric to conductor via the
photoexcitation of electron–hole pairs, with all other processes
and components ignored as they were instantaneous compared to
the response of the photocarrier lifetimes. The carrier con-
centration is described by NðtÞ ¼ Be�t=τ

R t
�1 Gðt0Þet0=τdt0 for

carrier lifetime τ, carrier generation rate G(t) and arbitrary
amplitude constant B. If we say that we switch on our light at
t = 0 and turn it off at time t = T, then we get

NðtÞ ¼ Bð1� e�t=τÞ for 0≤ t ≤T

Bð1� e�T=τÞe�ðt�TÞ=τ for t > T

(
: ð3Þ

Knowledge of this needs to be combined when processing Eq. (1)
in order to reconstruct our image. The usual processing of Eq. (1)
requires the length of Y to equal the number of rows in A, namely
one measurement for each projected spatial mask. Given that we
change the masks at regular periods T then the temporal response
for each mask will be given by Eq. (3). Therefore, we can fit this
equation to our measurement using B as the fitting parameter, as
we know τ, obtaining an estimate for the mask amplitude-value at
t ≫ τ. This estimated value can then be inputted into Eq. (1) for
image reconstruction. For this, we need to find all the B values
that describe the temporal-segments of each individual mask (see
Supplementary Note 3 for fast calculation methodologies). The
calculation of these values takes into account the system’s time-
response, therefore compared with an averaging or integrating
processing approach this method will give a better estimate when
the masks have been switched at a rate comparable to τ.

In Fig. 3a, we show the signals measured with our DAQ card
and the reconstructed least-squares fits to those signals for mask
switch rates of 2, 5, 10 and 20 kHz, noting that the optical delay
line was kept fixed at the max of the THz field cycle. The silicon
used had a lifetime of τ = 250 μs resulting in a switch rate limit of

around 3–5 kHz, thus only the 2 kHz switch rate reached a near-
stable value as can be seen in Fig. 3a. To test our algorithm’s
ability to predict the final-equilibrium value while measuring on
timescales shorter than τ, we compare the reconstructed images
using the values from our algorithm and averaging the signals
over each mask duration. We image two metallic lines placed in
the middle of a Gaussian THz-beam profile. The resulting signal-
to-noise ratio (SNR), defined as the mean value of the
transmissive areas divided by the standard deviation of the
opaque areas (Supplementary Fig. 2), is shown in Fig. 3b as a
function of mask switch rate. The least-squares fitting algorithm
and the averaging approach both start off with similar SNRs,
however as the switch rate increases the averaging approach
experiences a much sharper decrease in SNR compared to the
least-squares algorithm. Fitting S = aR−b to the SNR, S, and
switch rate, R, reveals a = 40(60) and b = 0.91(0.44) for the
averaging (least-squares) approaches. In other words, if the mask
projection periods are on timescales comparable to the system’s
temporal response, taking the mean signal-value during each
mask periods results in a linear drop in SNR with switch rate.
Whereas mathematically accounting for the temporal behavior
results in a square-root decrease. In the end, our proposed
technique demonstrates that we can obtain an image at a 20 kHz
mask modulation rate, only limited by the DMD switch-speeds,
whereas averaging approaches are limited to a maximum
modulation rate of 6–8 kHz due the physical processes in our
system. However, it needs to be mentioned that this is only meant
to demonstrate how to use post-processing to overcome switch
rate limitations imposed by physical phenomena as the actual
signals used were an average of 16 measurements to remove the
various noise sources in our system. Applying a carrier-wave
modulation to the emitter and modifying the equations can be
used to reduce noise, as shown in Supplementary Note 5.

Undersampling. Undersampling techniques are often used in
single-pixel imaging modalities to reduce the acquisition time.
Compressed sensing35 is a technique used to reduce the number
of measurements needed to image an object, i.e. undersample the
object. It works by directly measuring a sparse representation of
an object and trying to recover the image with optimization
algorithms, which typically require computational times that
prevent real-time display of the images. Fortunately, quick-image
reconstruction techniques from undersampled data do exist.
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Namely, partially measuring the Fourier spectrum of an object by
projecting sinusoidal stripes of known spatial frequency, and then
obtaining the image via inverse Fourier Transform22,24,42.
Alternatively, one can calculate a pseudoinverse matrix A−1, store
it in memory and obtain the image via fast matrix multiplication
Ψ = A−1Y43.

The Fourier transform undersampling technique22,24,42 has the
benefit that most images of interest are sparse in the spatial
frequency domain, thus accurate image recovery is obtained from
a small number of Fourier coefficients. However, measuring the
coefficients requires the projection of sinusoidal stripes, in other
words masks with greyscale values. DMDs are inherently limited
to being either on or off, 1s and 0s, where the projection of
greyscale values is obtained by temporal dithering at the expense
of reducing the mask switch rate24,44. Spatial dithering to achieve
values between 1 and 0 introduces quantization errors42,44, thus
this method is not optimal when implemented with DMDs.

Pre-calculating a reconstruction matrix and obtaining the
image via fast matrix multiplication allows free selection of the
projected masks. However, simply calculating the pseudoinverse
creates undersampling artefacts and lower stability with noise.
Fortunately, Czajkowski et al.43 developed a theory that allows for
the calculation of a pseudoinverse matrix that also includes a set
of spatial filters that regularize the image, resulting in images of
similar quality to the slow L1 minimization algorithms43.

THz modulators are still in their infancy of being developed
prior to commercialization. Here, as demonstrated in “Modula-
tion geometry” section, THz modulation is achieved via the
generation of charge carriers in silicon via the photoexcitation of
silicon and a DMD is used to spatially pattern the optical pump
beam. Therefore we need to use binary masks to achieve the
quickest acquisition rates. Masks derived from the Hadamard
transform have been shown to have higher noise robustness
compared to random masks in the THz regime33, and are
inherently binary. Their noise robustness arises as they are
orthogonal and have the property of minimizing the mean
squared error in all the image pixels25. Although this noise
robustness property is also shared with the Fourier masks, we
chose the Hadamard basis due to its binary nature.

Hadamard matrices have values of either +1 or −1 with the
property that the rows are orthogonal to one another. Usually one
uses the Sylvester construction to create a Hadamard matrix,
which yields masks of different spatial frequencies as shown in
Supplementary Note 6. It is then necessary not to omit important
low spatial-frequency masks, which requires prior knowledge of

the imaging scene. Fortunately, alternative construction techni-
ques of Hadamard matrices exist; namely the Paley construction
method. Here a cyclic construction is used where each row is
obtained by shifting the row above it45. This results in masks that
are simply shifted from one another as shown in Supplementary
Fig. 4. Therefore, all these masks have similar spatial frequencies,
hence no need for special selection of the important masks.

We use masks constructed from a Paley type-I Hadamard
matrix which has values of 1s and −1s, whereas we can only
project 1s and 0s. Adding a secondary differential measurement
for each mask allows the correct encoding to be obtained, as
shown in ref. 46, which does increase the SNR at the expense of
doubling the number of measurements33. In Fig. 4, we compare
the performance of [1 0] and [1 −1] masks by plotting the
similarity structure index (SSIM) as we increase the sampling to
image-pixels ratio. Looking at the [1 0] masks, we see that the
SSIM begins to rise with some oscillations and then saturates at a
value around 0.7 once the sampling ratio becomes above 40%.
The reason for this saturation is that adding more measurements
becomes unnecessary to construct a better image, however noise
in the measurements prevent the SSIM from improving. The
differential [1 −1] masks reach a higher SSIM in the end,
however the undersampling oscillations occur until a sampling
ratio of 80% is reached. The increase in SNR at the end is due to
the differential measurement having superior noise robustness,
however doubling the measurements means the undersampling
artifacts last for twice as long. These results show that the use of
[1 0] masks with 40% sampling ratio is the optimum for our
system.

Application. The culmination of the ideas in this work, namely
the modulation geometry, software processing and under-
sampling, pave the way for a rapid THz spectroscopic imaging
system without incurring great cost or complexity. In the Sup-
plementary Video 1, we show the real-time THz image recon-
structed as we move a metal line around the field-of-view (the
delay line was fixed at the peak of the THz field). The displayed
image has a resolution of 32 × 32 pixels, and the achieved number
of frames per second is around 6. The mask switch rate was
4 kHz, meaning with a 40% sampling ratio we should expect
around 10 frames per second; however, for each image there is
~50 ms of waiting time needed to synchronize the DMD, DAQ
card and the THz delay line. This waiting time can be eradicated
with a more integrated system design.
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To ensure that our approach does not obstruct the ability of
measuring spectroscopic THz images, in Supplementary Note 7
we image an object consisting of four materials: air, metal,
210 μm and 420-μm-thick plastic. For spectroscopic imaging,
however, the full temporal waveform at each image pixel needs to
be recorded, or equivalently images need to be acquired at every
temporal point of the THz-pulse cycle. This results in 3D data,
two xy-dimensions and one temporal dimension, which is shown
in the Supplementary Video 2 (time of the image is shown as the
vertical dashed line on the THz pulse below the image). From
these data, the obtained transmission and phase delay values are
what we expect as shown in the Supplementary Note 7. Therefore,
this confirms that the undersampling and data processing do not
have any negative effects on spectroscopic THz imaging. See ref. 5

for a basic overview on THz data analysis. Note that this does
increase the total acquisition time due to the necessity of
recording images at many temporal points, with the increase
being linearly proportional to the number of time points needed
to be sampled. This unfortunately makes the acquisition of a
spectroscopic THz image in real-time more difficult, however
temporal undersampling of the THz waveform47 reduces this
problem.

To demonstrate an application of this technique we track
hydration changes in a leaf, from an Achyranthes aspera plant, as
it is illuminated by an intense white-light source without access to
water. As the illumination is too strong for the leaf, it experiences
high oxidative stress resulting in a loss of chlorophyll48. The loss
of chlorophyll after the experiment can clearly be seen in Fig. 5a.
In Fig. 5b–h (i–o), we show the THz transmission (phase delay)
images as the leaf experiences photo-damage. In the first
transmission and phase delay images, Fig. 5b, i, we can see the
main leaf vein, which appears as white/green color in the
transmission and the phase delay images, corresponding to low
transmission and large phase delay. The reason is that the leaf
veins are thicker than the rest of the leaf and also transport water,
thus the increased absorption and phase delay. Then, as the leaf
becomes photo-damaged, we can see the phase delay decrease and
the transmission increase in the photo-damaged area. This is
because the damaged area becomes thinner under photo-
oxidative damage, which results in lower phase delay and
increased transmission. The thinning of the leaf is because under
intense optical illumination, the chloroplasts inside the cell
collapse reducing the overall plant size49. Comparing the
transmission and phase images, we see that the phase images
give clearer contrast of the veins. This suggests that there is higher
water content near the veins whereas the leaf thickness remains
the same. Finally, the phase delay inside the vein also decreases
over time. This is because the leaf is running out of water causing

the leaf to shrink50. This shows we are able to track very subtle
hydration changes in vivo.

Discussion
This work optimizes single-pixel THz cameras, where a photo-
conductive THz emitter and detector pair was used, and the
spatial THz modulator shines spatially patterned visible light on
silicon. The spatial control of THz is of critical importance, thus
we show that a total internal reflection modulation geometry
achieves the lowest insertion losses and highest modulation
depth. This relaxes the modulator parameters, which allows for a
reduction in total cost without reducing the efficiency. Every
system has a temporal response, which can be exploited to our
advantage. In our system, the photoexcitation of silicon with a
CW source has the slowest response, hence we decrease noise by
fitting our measurements to the relevant photocarrier equations.
With the fitting approach, we are able to demonstrate successful
imaging with a modulation speed of 20 kHz, only limited by the
DMD switch-speeds, compared to 8 kHz for an averaging
approach. Next, we further improve acquisition speeds by
undersampling, however the typical compressed sensing algo-
rithms involve complex minimization algorithms preventing real-
time image display. For this reason, we use a partially sampled
Hadamard matrix along with a regularized image reconstruction
matrix to reduce computational times, finding a 40% sampling
ratio using [1 0] Hadamard masks to be optimum here. This work
executes alternative ideas to the previously demonstrated single-
pixel THz imaging works achieving 32 × 32 resolution with ~6
frames per second, greatly outperforming the previous state-of-
the-art of 8 × 8 resolution at 1 frame per second26. We demon-
strate a possible biological application where we are able to track
photo-induced damage in a leaf as well as subtle hydration
changes in the non-damaged regions in vivo.

Future work will focus on obtaining sub-wavelength resolution
by limiting carrier diffusion via the creation of micro-sized silicon
pillars and putting the object in the near-field regime. Simulta-
neously, there will be an effort to reduce noise by employing a
secondary photodiode to measure the fiber-laser power fluctua-
tions. Further increases in acquisition speeds will be obtained by
exploiting the temporal sparsity of THz pulses for further
undersampling as well as achieving more efficient synchroniza-
tion between the system’s components. This works opens up the
possibility of rapid THz-spectroscopy imaging systems at com-
mercially viable prices without any complex manufacturing or by
having to sacrifice the spectroscopic capacities of THz–TDS
systems. Further, the work presented here could be used to design
no-moving parts imaging systems that are based on the self-
interference properties of THz quantum cascade lasers, such as
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those in reference29, by replacing the linear xy-stage with a spatial
light modulator.

Data availability
The raw experimental data, in MATLAB data format, and relevant MATLAB processing
scripts needed to reproduce Fig. 4 can be obtained on Figshare https://doi.org/10.6084/
m9.figshare.11955327. The data and scripts for any other results shown in this work can
be obtained by contacting the corresponding author.

Received: 25 November 2019; Accepted: 22 April 2020;

References
1. Mittleman, D. M. Twenty years of terahertz imaging [Invited]. Opt. Express

26, 9417–9431 (2018).
2. Guerboukha, H., Nallappan, K. & Skorobogatiy, M. Toward real-time

terahertz imaging. Adv. Opt. Photonics 10, 843–938 (2018).
3. Jepsen, P. U., Cooke, D. G. & Koch, M. Terahertz spectroscopy and imaging

—modern techniques and applications. Laser Photonics Rev. 5, 124–166
(2011).

4. Jansen, C. et al. Terahertz imaging: applications and perspectives. Appl. Opt.
49, E48–E57 (2010).

5. Ulbricht, R., Hendry, E., Shan, J., Heinz, T. F. & Bonn, M. Carrier dynamics in
semiconductors studied with time-resolved terahertz spectroscopy. Rev. Mod.
Phys. 83, 543–586 (2011).

6. Lane, P. A., Cunningham, P. D., Melinger, J. S., Esenturk, O. & Heilweil, E. J.
Hot photocarrier dynamics in organic solar cells. Nat. Commun. 6, 7558
(2015).

7. Sun, Q. et al. Highly sensitive terahertz thin-film total internal
reflection spectroscopy reveals in situ photoinduced structural changes in
methylammonium lead halide perovskites. J. Phys. Chem. C 122, 17552–17558
(2018).

8. Docherty, C. J. & Johnston, M. B. Terahertz properties of graphene. J. Infrared
Millim. Terahertz Waves 33, 797–815 (2012).

9. Chen, X., Parrott, E. P. J., Huang, Z., Chan, H.-P. & Pickwell-MacPherson, E.
Robust and accurate terahertz time-domain spectroscopic ellipsometry.
Photonics Res. 6, 768–775 (2018).

10. Dong, J. et al. Visualization of subsurface damage in woven carbon fiber-
reinforced composites using polarization-sensitive terahertz imaging. NDT E
Int. 99, 72–79 (2018).

11. Dong, J. et al. Terahertz frequency-wavelet domain deconvolution for
stratigraphic and subsurface investigation of art painting. Opt. Express 24,
26972–26985 (2016).

12. Yu, C. C., Fan, S., Sun, Y. & Pickwell-MacPherson, E. The potential of
terahertz imaging for cancer diagnosis: a review of investigations to date.
Quatit. Imag. Med. Surg. 2, 33–45 (2012).

13. Son, J.-H. Terahertz Biomedical Science & Technology (CRC Press, Boca
Raton, 2014).

14. Escorcia, I., Grant, J., Gough, J. & Cumming, D. R. S. Uncooled CMOS
terahertz imager using a metamaterial absorber and pn diode. Opt. Lett. 41,
3261–3264 (2016).

15. Rogalski, A. & Sizov, F. Terahertz detectors and focal plane arrays. Opto-
Electron. Rev. 19, 346–404 (2011).

16. Amanti, M. I., Scalari, G., Beck, M. & Faist, J. Stand-alone system for high-
resolution, real-time terahertz imaging. Opt. Express 20, 2772–2778 (2012).

17. Locatelli, M. et al. Real-time terahertz digital holography with a quantum
cascade laser. Sci. Rep. 5, 13566 (2015).

18. Yamagiwa, M. et al. Real-time amplitude and phase imaging of optically
opaque objects by combining full-field off-axis terahertz digital holography
with angular spectrum reconstruction. J. Infrared Millim. Terahertz Waves 39,
561–572 (2018).

19. Usami, M. et al. Development of a THz spectroscopic imaging system. Phys.
Med. Biol. 47, 3749–3753 (2002).

20. Edgar, M. P., Gibson, G. M. & Padgett, M. J. Principles and prospects for
single-pixel imaging. Nat. Photonics 13, 13–20 (2019).

21. Sun, B. et al. 3D computational imaging with single-pixel detectors. Science
340, 844–847 (2013).

22. Zhang, Z. et al. Simultaneous spatial, spectral, and 3D compressive imaging
via efficient Fourier single-pixel measurements. Optica 5, 315–319 (2018).

23. Welsh, S. S. et al. Fast full-color computational imaging with single-pixel
detectors. Opt. Express 21, 23068–23074 (2013).

24. Zhang, Z., Ma, X. & Zhong, J. Single-pixel imaging by means of Fourier
spectrum acquisition. Nat. Commun. 6, 6225 (2015).

25. Harwit, M. & Sloane, N. J. A. Hadamard Transform Optics (Academic Press,
1979).

26. Watts, C. M. et al. Terahertz compressive imaging with metamaterial spatial
light modulators. Nat. Photonics 8, 605–609 (2014).

27. Chan, W. L. et al. A single-pixel terahertz imaging system based on compressed
sensing. Appl. Phys. Lett. 93, 121105 (2008).

28. Shrekenhamer, D., Watts, C. M. & Padilla, W. J. Terahertz single pixel
imaging with an optically controlled dynamic spatial light modulator. Opt.
Express 21, 12507–12518 (2013).

29. Lim, Y. L. et al. Coherent imaging using laser feedback interferometry with
pulsed-mode terahertz quantum cascade lasers. Opt. Express 27, 10221–10233
(2019).

30. Chen, S.-C. et al. Terahertz wave near-field compressive imaging with a spatial
resolution of over λ/100. Opt. Lett. 44, 21–24 (2019).

31. Stantchev, R. I. et al. Compressed sensing with near-field THz radiation.
Optica 4, 989–992 (2017).

32. Hornett, S. M., Stantchev, R. I., Vardaki, M. Z., Beckerleg, C. & Hendry, E.
Subwavelength terahertz imaging of graphene photoconductivity. Nano Lett.
16, 7019–7024 (2016).

33. Stantchev, R. I. et al. Noninvasive, near-field terahertz imaging of hidden
objects using a single-pixel detector. Sci. Adv. 2, e1600190 (2016).

34. Stantchev, R. I. et al. Subwavelength hyperspectral THz studies of articular
cartilage. Sci. Rep. 8, 6924 (2018).

35. Eldar, Y. C. & Kutyniok, G. Compressed Sensing: Theory and Applications
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2012).

36. Alius, H. & Dodel, G. Amplitude-, phase-, and frequency modulation of far-
infrared radiation by optical excitation of silicon. Infrared Phys. 32, 1–11
(1991).

0.4 0.30.6
Transmission

T
ra

ns
m

is
si

on

0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0
Phase delay (rad)

0.5

1.2

Experimental time

0 s 156 s 312 s 468 s 624 s 780 s 936 s

Optical imagea

b

Intense
light area

3mm

Field of View

P
ha

se
 d

el
ay

c d e f g h

i j k l m n o

Fig. 5 THz leaf imaging. a Optical image of the leaf, from an Achyranthes aspera plant, used in the experiment. The THz field-of-view is indicated
here along with the area illuminated by an intense white-light source (~3 sun illumination). b–h (i–o) THz transmission (phase delay) of the leaf
shown in part a at different points in time (experimental time shown on top). Note that the transmission images show an average from 0.3 to 0.8 THz,
T ¼ P

n
i¼1 jEsampðωiÞ=Eref ðωiÞj=n, and the phase delay images show the averaged unwrapped phase, Φ ¼ Pn

i¼1 unwrapðargðEsampðωiÞ=Eref ðωiÞÞÞ=n, with the
transmission colourscale been inverted. Further, the THz images have been deconvolved, using deconvblind function in Matlab R2016a, by calculating the
point-spread function of our imaging system by Fourier optics.

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16370-x ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:2535 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16370-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 7

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.11955327
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.11955327
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


37. Liu, X. et al. Graphene based terahertz light modulator in total internal
reflection geometry. Adv. Opt. Mater. 5, 1600697 (2017).

38. Sun, Y. et al. Graphene-loaded metal wire grating for deep and broadband
THz modulation in total internal reflection geometry. Photonics Res. 6,
1151–1157 (2018).

39. Liu, X., Parrott, E. P. J., Ung, B. S.-Y. & Pickwell-MacPherson, E. Exploiting
total internal reflection geometry for efficient optical modulation of terahertz
light. APL Photonics 1, 076103 (2016).

40. Furman, Sh. A. & Tikhonravov, A. V. Basics of Optics of Multilayer Systems
(Frontière, Gif-sur-Yvette, 1992).

41. Hendry, E., Koeberg, M., Pijpers, J. & Bonn, M. Reduction of carrier mobility
in semiconductors caused by charge-charge interactions. Phys. Rev. B
Condens. Matter Mater. Phys. 75, 233202 (2007).

42. Zhang, Z., Wang, X., Zheng, G. & Zhong, J. Hadamard single-pixel imaging
versus Fourier single-pixel imaging. Opt. Express 25, 19619–19639 (2017).

43. Czajkowski, K. M., Pastuszczak, A. & Kotyński, R. Real-time single-pixel video
imaging with Fourier domain regularization. Opt. Express 26, 20009 (2018).

44. Zhang, Z., Wang, X., Zheng, G. & Zhong, J. Fast Fourier single-pixel imaging
via binary illumination. Sci. Rep. 7, 12029 (2017).

45. Paley, R. E. A. C. On orthogonal matrices. J. Math. Phys. 12, 311–320 (1933).
46. Davis, D. S. Multiplexed imaging by means of optically generated Kronecker

products: 1 The basic concept. Appl. Opt. 34, 1170–1176 (1995).
47. He, Y., Parrott, E. P. & Pickwell-Macpherson, E. Adaptive sampling for

terahertz time-domain spectroscopy and imaging. IEEE Trans. Terahertz Sci.
Technol. 7, 118–123 (2017).

48. Havaux, M., Bonfils, J.-P., Lütz, C. & Niyogi, K. K. Photodamage of the
photosynthetic apparatus and its dependence on the leaf developmental stage
in the npq1 Arabidopsis mutant deficient in the xanthophyll cycle enzyme
violaxanthin de-epoxidase. Plant Physiol. 124, 237–284 (2000).

49. Izumi, M., Ishida, H., Nakamura, S. & Hidema, J. Entire photodamaged
chloroplasts are transported to the central vacuole by autophagy. Plant Cell 29,
377–394 (2017).

50. Scoffoni, C., Vuong, C., Diep, S., Cochard, H. & Sack, L. Leaf shrinkage with
dehydration: coordination with hydraulic vulnerability and drought tolerance.
Plant Physiol. 164, 1772–1788 (2014).

Acknowledgements
This work was partially supported by the Research Grants Council of Hong Kong
(Project Numbers 14206717, 14201415 and AoE/M-05/12), The Hong Kong Innovation
and Technology Fund (Project Number ITS/371/16), The Engineering and Physical
Sciences Research Council (Grant Number EP/S021442/1), National Natural Science
Foundation of China (project number 51777023) and the Royal Society Wolfson Merit

Award (E.P.M.). We thank Xudong Liu for providing suitable silicon samples and helpful
discussions along with Edward P. J. Parrot.

Author contributions
R.I.S., T.B. and E.P.-M. conceived the idea. R.I.S. created the experimental setup and
programmed all equipment. T.B. designed the least-squares fitting algorithm. X.Y.
designed the undersampling procedures. R.I.S. performed the experiments and data
analysis. R.I.S. wrote the manuscript and all other authors provided editorial input.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
020-16370-x.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to R.I.S.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks the anonymous reviewer(s) for
their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer reviewer reports are available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2020

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16370-x

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:2535 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16370-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16370-x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-16370-x
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Real-time terahertz imaging with a single-pixel detector
	Results
	Imaging with a spatial THz modulator
	Modulation geometry
	Software optimization
	Undersampling
	Application

	Discussion
	Data availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




