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Abstract. Using laser direct writing in combination with chemical vapor
deposition to produce nanometer scale electronics holds several advan-
tages over current large scale photolithography methods. These include
single step electrical interconnect deposition, mask-less patterning, and
parallel processing. When taken together they make quick production
of individualized electronic circuits possible. This work demonstrates the
ability of combining laser direct write and chemical vapor deposition to pro-
duce silicon wires a few hundred nanometers wide. Optimized parameters
will be discussed, with a particular emphasis paid to the laser-material
interactions. The feasibility for electronic applications will be shown by
examining the deposition formation on a silicon dioxide surface without
degrading the surface’s integrity, and by evaluating the resistivity of the
deposited silicon wires. C© 2011 Society of Photo-Optical Instrumentation Engineers
(SPIE). [DOI: 10.1117/1.3630225]
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1 Introduction
For decades, photolithography has been the predominant
method of silicon circuit fabrication due to its high through-
put and ability to produce feature sizes on the order of tens
of nanometers. However, its drawbacks include expensive
masks, multiple coating, etching, and developing steps, and
photoresist restrictions. Laser-based manufacturing technol-
ogy, on the other hand, can circumvent some of these lim-
iting obstacles. Laser direct write has been demonstrated
for various microfabrication and nanoscale patterning ap-
plications. Examples include the use of near-field scanning
optical microscopy to achieve line sizes on the order of
tens of nanometers,1 near-field parallel lithography which
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can produce tens of nanometer features in parallel,2 three-
dimensional polymerization of sub-micron features using
femtosecond laser pulses,3–5 and forward transfer of ma-
terials from a sacrificial mask to a substrate surface to form
dots hundreds of nanometers in width.6, 7 The feasibility of
laser deposition for repairing a lithographic mask,8 bridg-
ing broken circuits,9, 10 and making transistors, capacitors,
resistors, photonic bandgap structures and other electrical
components,11, 12 has also been demonstrated.

In this work, we combine laser direct write and chemi-
cal vapor deposition (CVD) methods, with an intention to
produce feature sizes of hundreds of nanometers. We will
describe the laser direct write CVD experimental methodol-
ogy used to produce semiconductor nanowires, the parame-
ter optimization for controlling the heat distribution, and an
evaluation on the feasibility for electronic applications.
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Fig. 1 Schematic diagram of the system for laser direct writing of
silicon nanowires.

2 Experimental Details
In the laser direct write CVD system, the laser energy is ap-
plied to the surface of a substrate material in a vacuum cham-
ber and creates a localized heating area. Reactive gas (silane
for silicon growth) is delivered to this locally heated area
and therefore decomposes, leaving behind a small amount
of material deposited on the surface. While the material is
being deposited, the piezoelectric stage holding the substrate
moves relative to the focused laser spot, making the conduc-
tive lines into the desired pattern. A schematic illustrating
the experimental setup is shown in Fig. 1.

In our work for producing silicon nanowires, deposition
was performed at a pressure between 10 and 15 Torr with a
constant flow rate of 5 sccm of 10% silane in argon. Continu-
ous wave (cw) and femtosecond (fs) laser systems were tested
to compare the results. The cw laser used was a ND:yttrium–
aluminum–garnet laser with a wavelength of 532 nm and
a maximum power of 10 W. The femtosecond laser used
was a mode-locked Ti:sapphire laser with a wavelength of
800 nm, about 100 fs pulse duration, 14 nJ per pulse max-
imum, and a repetition rate of 86 MHz. The femtosecond
laser output was then frequency-doubled to 400 nm using a
0.5-mm thick barium borate (BBO) crystal and then focused
onto the substrate surface with high numerical aperture Fres-
nel phase zone plates. These phase zone plates are made from
hydrogen silsesquioxane (HSQ) coated on a quartz substrate
and patterned by electron beam lithography (EBL). Indium
tin oxide (ITO) is coated on the quartz substrate to avoid
charging during EBL, and a hexamethyldisilazane (HMDS)
layer is used to improve the adhesion of the developed HSQ
to the ITO. In order to produce nanoscale structures, a small
laser spot is desirable. The size of the spot produced by the
zone plate is calculated as13

wo = 0.61λ

n sin [arctan(D/2 f )]
, (1)

where wo is the spot size, λ is the wavelength, n is the index
of refraction, D is the diameter of the zone plate, and f is the
focal length. Using the typical zone plate diameter and focal
length of 300 and 50 μm, respectively, the diffraction-limited
spot sizes become 0.342 μm for 532 nm light and 0.257 μm
for 400 nm light.

Since the sample substrate must be positioned at the
zone plate focal point, it is important to know the depth

of focus (DOF) of the zone plate, which is computed
as:13

DOF = 0.64
πw2

o

λ
. (2)

For the zone plates used in this work, the depth of focus
is 0.332 and 0.442 μm for 400 and 532 nm wavelength, re-
spectively. The gap distance between the zone plate and the
substrate therefore needs to be very well controlled. In this
work, an interferrometric spatial phase imaging (ISPI)14 tech-
nique was used to detect the gap distance between the zone
plate and the substrate, and then a five-axis high precision
piezoelectric nanopositioning stage was employed to adjust
and maintain the desired distance. ISPI is an alignment tech-
nique with nanometer resolution developed by Moon et al.14

In our case, the sensitivity achieved is on the order of tens
of nanometers, which is sufficient to give accurate readings
for the gap distance between the zone plate and the substrate.
The piezoelectric nanopositioning stage has a resolution of
better than 1 nm and the overall noise of the system is less
than 15 nm. Therefore, the combination of these components
yields more than adequate control for the required precision.

Two different substrates were used in our work. The first
was 1-mm thick quartz with a 200 nm polysilicon top layer.
The second substrate was the same as the first substrate with
an additional deposition of 50 nm of silicon dioxide on top of
the quartz and polysilicon. Quartz was chosen to minimize
the heat conducted away from the area directly under the
incident laser while the thin polysilicon layer acted as a means
for absorbing laser radiation. The topmost silicon dioxide
layer in the second substrate acted to electrically insulate the
deposited lines from the polysilicon for potential electronic
applications.

3 Results and Discussion
Silicon wires with fully controlled lengths up to 200 μm
(limited by the scan range of the piezoelectric stage) on both
substrates have been fabricated using either cw or fs lasers.

Fig. 2 SEM images of (a) cw laser deposited silicon line on polysili-
con with a linewidth of around 600 nm. (b) cw laser deposited silicon
line on silicon dioxide with a linewidth around 1.2 μm. (c) fs laser
deposited silicon line on silicon dioxide with a linewidth of around
300 nm. (d) fs laser deposited silicon line on polysilicon with a width
of around 500 nm.
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Fig. 3 SEM image of femtosecond laser deposited silicon line with
(a) horizontally polarized light, (b) vertically polarized light, (c) 45 deg
polarized light, and (d) circularly polarized light. For all images the
substrate is 200 nm of polysilicon on 1 mm of quartz.

For nanowires deposited using the cw laser on the substrate
of polysilicon on quartz, the minimum linewidth is around
600 nm [Fig. 2(a)]. This linewidth is slightly larger than
the diffraction-limited spot size of 0.442 μm due to heat
diffusion. When tested on the substrate with a silicon dioxide
top layer, the minimum linewidth was in excess of 1 μm
[Fig. 2(b)]. This larger linewidth is also due to heat diffusion
since the heat absorbed by the polysilicon diffuses more in
the lateral direction before it reaches the surface. Conversely,
for the fs laser deposition, the narrowest lines were around
300 nm as seen in Fig. 2(c), on the substrate with the

silicon dioxide top layer. When the fs laser was tested on
polysilicon on quartz, the minimum line width was around
500 nm as shown in Fig. 2(d). The surface of the nanowires
produced is generally rough, which may be beneficial for
applications such as chemical sensing where a large surface
area is desirable.

The substrate characteristics play a key role in under-
standing and optimizing the deposition formation. The most
important substrate qualities are the absorptivity and ther-
mal diffusivity. For the substrate of polysilicon on quartz,
the thickness of the polysilicon layer is adequate for absorb-
ing both the 532 nm cw laser and the 400 nm fs laser. The
linewidth produced by the cw laser is larger than that pro-
duced by the fs laser due to the longer heat diffusion lengths
produced by a cw laser. For the substrate with a silicon diox-
ide top layer, there is a difference between the absorption of
the two types of lasers. For the fs laser, the top silicon dioxide
layer absorbs laser energy,3 whereas the silicon dioxide does
not absorb energy from the cw laser. Ultrafast laser pulses
incident on wide bandgap materials can create a multipho-
ton absorption effect, causing absorption in materials that
would otherwise be transparent. This multiphoton absorp-
tion decreases the laser absorption area and can reduce the
fabricated feature size,3, 15 which explains why the deposited
silicon on silicon dioxide is narrower compared with that on
polysilicon.

Various experimental parameters were tested to explore
the minimum linewidth, the measure for the resolution of
the laser writing method. Minimizing the laser intensity was
proven to be critical for minimizing the linewidth. The Gaus-
sian shape of the laser beam allows only the most intense
portions at the center of the profile to be absorbed, which re-
duces the size of the heated area and the linewidth produced.
This further explains why for the case using a fs laser, the

Deposited 

platinum for 

TEM imaging

Sputtered carbon 

for higher FIB 

conductivity

CW direct 

write LCVD 

line

Native Oxide

Substrate 

silicon layer for 

absorption

Quartz 

substrate

Fig. 4 Cross sectional TEM image of cw laser deposited silicon showing the substrate surface.
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minimum linewidth can be even smaller than the laser spot
size. In contrast, the linewidth was relatively insensitive to
pressure, silane flow rate, and scan speed of the piezoelectric
stage. Pressures ranging from 1 to 25 Torr, silane flow rates
of between 1 and 20 sccm, and laser scan speeds from 0.1 to
5.0 μm/s were tested. Although they had some effect on the
width, these parameters were by no means heavily influential
in the linewidth. An alteration to flow rate, pressure, or scan
speed will cause changes in the amount of deposited material
(thickness of the nanowire), but the linewidth is less affected.

The polarization of the laser beam also affects the
morphology of the deposited lines, similar to the formation
of laser induced polarization surface structures (LIPSS) re-
ported in the literature.16 These LIPSS form perpendicular to
the incident electric field, and for our laser direct write CVD
process they make undesirable ridges which can degrade
the line continuity. Figures 3(a)–3(c) show the relationship
between the polarization direction and the deposition
continuity. The ridges are all formed perpendicular to the
laser polarization direction. To circumvent this drawback the
laser was circularly polarized using a quarter wave plate, and
subsequently the ridges were almost completely removed as
shown in Fig. 3(d).

For this laser direct write CVD technique to be consid-
ered a legitimate method for creating a device, the fabrication
process must not degrade the surface integrity and the lines
that are created must have a functional resistivity. The trans-
mission electron microscopy (TEM) image in Fig. 4 shows
that the silicon dioxide surface directly under the deposi-
tion remains completely intact after deposition, demonstrat-
ing that this can be done without destroying the top layer
or ablating the substrate surface. The electrical conductivi-
ties of these laser direct written wires were obtained by first
fabricating metal contacts directly on as-written wires on sil-
icon dioxide substrates, followed by current–voltage (I–V)
measurements. The I–V measurements were carried out for
various wire lengths deposited on silicon dioxide. A linear
curve fit was then used to find the resistivity of the polysil-
icon wires, which was estimated to be 2×105 � · cm. This
value is consistent with the value of undoped polysilicon
(4.5×105 � · cm),17 indicating that it is foreseeable to use
these lines for device fabrication. Controlled in situ doping
is currently being carried out to fabricate functional devices
such as chemical sensors.

4 Conclusions
Laser direct write CVD is shown to be capable of producing
feature sizes on the scale of a few hundred nanometers. It was
found that the narrowest linewidth was produced using an fs
pulsed laser on a silicon dioxide surface, due to multipho-
ton absorption in silicon dioxide and confined heating by fs
pulses. There is minimal damage to the substrate surface after
deposition, and the deposited lines have the necessary elec-
tronic properties for successful integration into an electronic
device.
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