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ABSTRACT: Hexagonal boron nitride (hBN) is a van der Waals
material with excellent mechanical properties hosting quantum
emitters and optically active spin defects, with several of them being
sensitive to strain. Establishing optomechanical control of hBN will
enable hybrid quantum devices that combine the spin degree of
freedom with the cavity optomechanical toolbox. In this Letter, we
report the first observation of radiation pressure backaction at telecom
wavelengths with a hBN drum-head mechanical resonator. The
thermomechanical motion of the resonator is coupled to the optical
mode of a high finesse fiber-based Fabry−Peŕot microcavity in a
membrane-in-the-middle configuration. We are able to resolve the
optical spring effect and optomechanical damping with a single
photon coupling strength of g0/2π = 1200 Hz. Our results pave the way for tailoring the mechanical properties of hBN resonators
with light.
KEYWORDS: optomechanics, microcavity, hexagonal boron nitride, nanomechanical resonators, 2D materials

Part of the current research efforts in the field of cavity
optomechanics1 focuses on implementing nanomechan-

ical resonators based on low dimensional materials, such as
carbon nanotubes,2−5 nanowires,6 or van der Waals materi-
als.7−10 Their low mass makes them very sensitive and
responsive to external stimuli, and their large zero-point
fluctuations xzpf provide large optomechanical single-photon
couplings g0, necessary to manipulate the mechanical or optical
states in the quantum regime.11−13

Hexagonal boron nitride (hBN) has recently caught the
attention of the optomechanics community. Its large in-plane
Young’s modulus of 392 GPa 14 and breaking strain of 12.5% 15

together with the recent development of patterning meth-
ods16,17 have opened the door to the engineering of
mechanical resonators with high quality factors and tunable
frequencies. This layered crystal is transparent in the visible
and infrared part of the optical spectrum due to its wide
bandgap of 6 eV 18 and therefore is less prone to photothermal
heating than other van der Waals materials like graphene. So
far, photothermal forces, rather than radiation pressure, were
responsible for the optomechanical backaction observed in
other two-dimensional resonators in the optical regime,
limiting their performance.19−21

Moreover, perhaps one of the most appealing characteristics
of hexagonal boron nitride is its large variety of single-photon
emitters. They span from the UV to the low infrared,22,23 are
tunable via strain or electric fields,24−27 and are capable of
operating at room temperature and up to 800 K.28 Exper-
imental works over the past three years29−31 have demon-

strated optically detected magnetic resonance in negatively
charged boron vacancy defects (VB

−), together with coherent
control of the spins.32,33 A recent study on these vacancies has
shown control at room temperature of a protected qubit basis,
with a coherence time as high as 0.8 μs.34 These spin defects
are also sensitive to strain,35,36 making hBN a promising
material to develop the field of spin-mechanics and spin-
optomechanics.37,38 Indeed, these hybrid systems could enable
the communication between photons and qubits within hBN, a
new step toward quantum networks and quantum communi-
cation and an alternative system to the leading platform of
nitrogen vacancy centers in diamond.

Given these remarkable properties, it is natural to study how
to use radiation pressure to control and modify the mechanical
properties of hBN resonators. However, optomechanical
dynamical backaction has not yet been observed with
resonators made of this van der Waals material. Indeed, the
attempts to perform cavity optomechanical experiments with
hBN resonators are scarce: the first available platforms for hBN
cavity optomechanics experiments are mechanically exfoliated
hBN resonators coupled to the near-field of a microdisk
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cavity.39,40 Shandilya et al.39 were able to measure the thermal
motion of a hBN beam through its optomechanical interaction
with a silicon microdisk cavity in the telecom regime for the
first time, with a sensitivity of 0.16 pm/ Hz . Nevertheless, no
optomechanical backaction was observed.

In this paper, we report the first demonstration of radiation
pressure backaction with a hexagonal boron nitride circular
drum-head resonator at room temperature. We achieve this by
inserting the nanomechanical resonator in a high finesse fiber-
based Fabry−Peŕot microcavity41−44 in a membrane-in-the-
middle configuration,1,43,45−48 featuring an optical mode waist
8 times smaller than the drum diameter. The corresponding
small mode volume, intrinsic to fiber cavities, is critical to avoid
clipping of the cavity mode by the edges of the drum,
maintaining the high finesse of the cavity. It allows reducing
the resonator’s diameter down to some tens of micrometers,
which is crucial as large area few-layer flakes are difficult to
obtain through mechanical exfoliation.

Figure 1 shows the sample used in this work. It consists of a
circular resonator made of a mechanically exfoliated hexagonal

boron nitride flake. The flake rests on a 40 μm diameter
circular hole patterned on a broad 500 × 281 μm2 stripe. The
hole and the stripe are etched from a commercially available
low stress 200 nm thick SiN membrane (Norcada) via standard
photolithography and reactive ion etching. The crystal is
transferred onto the hole through the all-dry viscoelastic
method49 and cleaned with O2 plasma (300 W, 100 sccm, 90
Pa, 3 min). Its thickness is measured with an atomic force
microscope in tapping mode, revealing a thickness of 68 nm
(Figure 1b, inset). Finally, the 200 μm thick silicon frame of
the SiN membrane is cleaved along the white dashed line in
Figure 1a to allow inserting the sample into the fiber-based
Fabry−Peŕot microcavity.

We identify the mechanical resonances by systematic
characterization in a standard Michelson interferometer.
Following the work from Jaeger et al.,50 we use the
experimentally determined effective mass to characterize the
degree of mechanical hybridization of the hBN resonator with
the mechanical modes of the SiN stripe supporting the flake
(Supporting Information). We observe a series of mechanical
modes between 1500 kHz and 1700 kHz that are localized in
the circular hBN resonator and possess effective masses more
than 1 order of magnitude below that of pure SiN modes,

which we identify as hybridized modes with a strong hBN
character. Subsequently, the sample is placed in a high finesse
Fabry−Peŕot microcavity, operated at λ = 1550 nm. The cavity,
illustrated in Figure 2a, consists of two fiber mirrors concavely

shaped by CO2-laser ablation with a radius of curvature of
190.8 μm for the input fiber (single mode) and 135.6 μm for
the output fiber (multimode), respectively, separated by a
length of Lcav = 41.8 μm. The calculated beam waist is w0 =
5.1 μm. The fiber ends are ion beam sputtered with a
distributed Bragg reflector (LaserOptik GmbH) to obtain a
mirror transmission of 10 ppm around λ = 1550 nm. Each of
the fiber mirrors is glued to a shear piezo that allows tuning of
the cavity length by ±0.7 μm. By scanning the cavity length, we
extract the cavity line width κ/2π = 18.5 MHz and the
polarization mode splitting Δνpol = 133.5 MHz. The free-
spectral range and empty cavity finesse are ωFSR/2π = 3.584
THz and = 194 000, respectively. More details on the cavity
characterization methods can be found elsewhere.41 The
sample is placed in a 5-axis positioning system (SmarAct)
that allows aligning the sample to the cavity mode axis (z-axis
in Figure 2a) and scanning it along the x, y, and z directions.
The system is operated at room temperature, in vacuum at a
pressure below 10−6 mbar, and inside an acoustic isolation box
to damp spurious mechanical vibrations. Figure 2b depicts a
simplified version of the setup. To perform dynamical
backaction experiments, we lock the cavity length to a
reference laser (NKT Koheras Basik E15, λ = 1550 nm)
referred to in the following as lock laser. The lock laser is
phase-modulated at ωmod/2π = 30 MHz with an electro-optic
modulator (EOM). The light transmitted through the cavity,
recorded by a fast photodetector (PD), is demodulated at the
same frequency and sent to a PI controller that sends the
feedback signal to a piezoelectric converter (PZT) to perform
the lock. We use the Y-quadrature of the demodulated signal as
error signal for the lock. The reflected light from the lock laser
is equally demodulated and fed to a spectrum analyzer that
records the mechanical spectra. We use an additional probe

Figure 1. hBN circular membrane. (a) Bright-field microscopy image
of the suspended flake (blue) atop a 40 μm diameter hole patterned
on a stripe processed from a commercial SiN membrane (yellow).
The frame of the SiN membrane is cleaved along the white dashed
line next to the stripe to allow inserting the mechanical resonator
inside the optical cavity. (b) Zoom into the black rectangle from (a).
The inset shows the AFM height profile along the white line in the
top-right corner of the micrograph.

Figure 2. Representation of the experimental setup. (a) The Fabry−
Peŕot cavity is formed by two fiber mirrors (light blue rods) separated
by a length of Lcav = 41.8 μm. The suspended hBN (dark blue) on the
SiN membrane (SiN in green, Si frame in gray) is inserted between
the mirrors by a positioner stack allowing tilt corrections and position
scans along the x, y, and z directions. (b) The cavity length is fixed by
applying a DC voltage to the top piezo (PZT). The lock laser is
phase-modulated at ωmod with an electro-optic modulator (EOM),
and its transmission signal is demodulated at ωmod and fed to a PI
controller. The latter sends the feedback signal to the bottom piezo,
stabilizing the cavity length. The reflection photodetector (PD) signal
is sent to a spectrum analyzer (SA) to characterize the mechanical
spectra. An additional tunable probe laser is used to measure
optomechanical dynamical backaction effects.
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laser (New Focus TLB-6700) to sweep the wavelength across
the cavity resonance and exert an optomechanical force. Both
lasers are operated at orthogonal cavity polarizations to avoid
interference effects.

The dispersive optomechanical coupling G = ∂ωcav/∂z 48 is
obtained by measuring the dependence of the detuning of the
cavity resonance frequency Δ(z) as a function of the sample
position z along the cavity mode axis. To that end, the system
is operated in an open-loop configuration, and both piezos are
scanned symmetrically. We use only the lock laser and record
the cavity transmission and reflection. We observe a sinusoidal
pattern of the detuning (blue dots, Figure 3a) that reaches a
maximum of Δ/2π = 600 GHz when the sample is placed at
the cavity antinodes. We verify that the cavity detuning
originated solely from the hBN drum and has no contribution
from the surrounding SiN by performing the same measure-
ment on the second, empty 40 μm diameter hole (Supporting
Information) shown in Figure 1a. G is directly extracted from
the measurement by performing a numerical derivative (blue
dots, Figure 3b). We observe a maximum of |G/2π| = 2.5
GHz/nm. As expected for a membrane-in-the-middle system,
the quadratic dispersive coupling G(2) = ∂2ωcav/∂z2 reaches a
maximum at the cavity nodes and antinodes,47,51 of value |
G(2)/2π| = 20 MHz/nm2 for our system (blue dots, Figure 3c).
The quadratic coupling is extracted by smoothing the data
from Figure 3b with a spline and computing its numerical
derivative. The measurements are well reproduced by transfer
matrix calculations52 (solid lines in Figure 3), with input
parameters of a flake thickness of 58 nm and flake refractive
index of nhBN = 1.85. The reduced thickness originates from an
additional O2 cleaning step that etched the flake, which was
observed as a change of color under an optical microscope.

Any absorption or scattering from the flake will manifest as a
modulation of the cavity line width κ, displayed in Figure 3d.
The line width is calculated from the cavity transmission on
resonance (see ref 41 for more details) and reaches a minimum
value of κ/2π ≃ 40 MHz when the sample is placed at the
cavity nodes. hBN has a negligible absorption coefficient at
telecom wavelengths,53,54 and therefore the large cavity line
widths we observe cannot be attributed to optical absorption.
Performing the same measurements shown in Figure 3d on the
SiN membrane results in modulations of the same magnitude
(Supporting Information) that cannot be explained consider-

ing the absorption coefficient of SiN. This suggests that the
losses in our system are dominated by scattering to higher
order optical modes of the cavity originated by a sample
misalignment with respect to the cavity mode axis47,51 and not
by remaining impurities from the transfer process. The
hypothesis is also consistent with the dips observed at the
antinodes and the small scale variations (z < λ) of the cavity
line width.47 The line width modulation translates into the
dissipative coupling G

z
= (Figure 3e) that we extract by

smoothing the data in Figure 3d and performing a numerical
derivative. We highlight that dissipative coupling is more than
3 orders of magnitude smaller than the dispersive coupling and
is therefore negligible in our system.

To perform dynamical backaction experiments, we place the
hBN drum Δz = 13 nm away from the cavity node. From the
cavity transmission, we obtain a loaded cavity line width of κ/
2π = 39.8(2) MHz, yielding a loaded cavity finesse of =
90 000. This sample position corresponds to a value of G/2π =
330 MHz/nm and Gκ/2π = 0.19 MHz/nm, extracted from the
measurements in Figure 3. We lock the cavity length with a
lock power of Pl = 34.5 μW and at a frequency ωcav detuned
from the lock laser frequency ωl by Δl/2π = (ωl − ωcav)/2π =
−50 MHz. We choose this value as a compromise between
having a good signal in reflection and minimizing the
backaction from the lock. To transform the measured power
spectral densities SV in volts into displacement power spectra
densities Sx, we use as reference the thermomechanical spectra
of a well characterized SiN mode at 164.0 kHz of known
effective mass meff = 2.3 μg when probed at the center of the
drum-head, following the calibration procedure described in ref
55. This mode is suitable for calibration because it does not
show optomechanical coupling. The conversion factor between
displacement and voltage is 3 pm/mV. Figure 4 shows the
spectrum of the SiN mode used for calibration, together with
the spectrum of the hBN mode used to perform backaction
experiments. The solid lines are fits using the displacement
power spectral density formula

S
k T

m
( )

4
(( ) )x

0 B

eff 0
2 2 2

0
2 2=

+ (1)

where T is the bath temperature, kB is the Boltzmann constant,
and the only fit parameters are the mechanical resonance

Figure 3. Static optomechanical couplings. (a) Cavity detuning (dots) vs sample position z along the cavity mode axis. The coordinate z = 0
corresponds to the sample sitting in an optical field node. (b) Dispersive and (c) quadratic dispersive coupling. The solid lines in (a), (b), and (c)
are the result of transfer matrix calculations. (d) Cavity line width modulation and (e) corresponding dissipative coupling.
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frequency Ω0, the mechanical line width Γ0, the effective mass
meff, and an additional constant noise floor. The fit yields,
assuming the sample is thermalized with the environment, Ω0/
2π = 1592.671(4) kHz, Γ0/2π = 525(10) Hz, quality factor Q
= 3000(50), and meff = 1.2(1) ng for the hBN mode. The
inferred zero-point fluctuations are xzpf = m/(2 )eff 0 =
2.1(1) fm which lead to a single-photon coupling strength of
g0/2π = Gxzpf/2π = 330 MHz/nm × 2.1 fm = 693 Hz. Since the
effective mass was measured with the lock red detuned, the
calculated value of g0 is a lower limit to the real value. Finally,
from the noise floor level we obtain a sensitivity of 15 fm/

Hz .
The mechanical resonator will experience an optomechan-

ical force when the frequency of the probe laser ωp is swept
across the cavity resonance, with Δp = ωp − ωcav the probe
detuning. This leads to the optical spring effect, a shift of the
mechanical frequency Ωm

2 = Ω0
2 + δ(Ω2) that, when

neglecting the dissipative coupling, is given by48

g( ) 2
( ) ( /2)

( ) ( /2)

2
0

2 0 p

0 p
2 2

0 p

0 p
2 2

i

k
jjjjjj

y

{
zzzzzz

=
+

+ +

+ (2)

where g = n gp 0 is the dispersive optomechanical coupling
strength, np is the circulating probe photon number inside the
cavity, and g0 = Gxzpf the single-photon coupling strength. The
mechanical line width experiences a shift as well, Γm = Γ0 +
Γopt, with Γopt the optomechanical damping. Considering
negligible dissipative coupling, the latter reads48

g2
1

( ) ( /2)

1
( ) ( /2)

opt
2

0 p
2 2

0 p
2 2

i

k
jjjjjj

y

{
zzzzzz

=
+ +

+ (3)

In Figure 5 we demonstrate dynamical backaction by
measuring the optical spring effect (Figure 5b) and
optomechanical damping (Figure 5c) of the hBN mechanical
mode in Figure 4. We scan the probe frequency across the
cavity resonance using a constant probe power of Pp = 11 μW.
For each probe detuning, we extract the circulating probe

photon number np inside the cavity from its transmission and
measure the thermomechanical spectrum. We obtain the
effective mechanical resonance frequency Ωm and effective line
width Γm by fitting eq 1 to the spectra. The circulating probe
photon number (Figure 5a) appears to be nonlinear and is
asymmetric with respect to probe detuning. Starting from
positive detunings, the photon number increases in a
Lorentzian fashion until Δp/2π = 35 MHz. Then, it increases
almost linearly until reaching its maximum at Δp/2π = 0. After
that, it drops with decreasing detuning, according to a
Lorentzian trend. This behavior indicates the presence of a
nonlinearity in the system that we will discuss in the next
paragraphs.

The backaction of the probe leads to a softening (stiffening)
of the mechanical frequency for negative (positive) detunings
(Figure 5b, red dots), with a maximum frequency shift of |δΩ/
2π| = 3 kHz for negative detunings. In addition, the natural
frequency has a slight negative slope stemming from drifts in
the lock that originate from changes of the sample position due
to slow temperature drifts in the laboratory. The solid line is a
fit to the optical spring using eq 2 together with a linear
background. For the fit, we exclude the data points where the
photon number shows a nonlinear response (0 < Δp/2π < 35
MHz, gray shaded area in Figure 5b and Figure 5c). We also
assume negligible dissipative coupling and feed the equation
with the experimentally measured probe photon number np.
The only free parameters for the fit are g0 and the cavity line
width κ. The best fit yields g0/2π = 1200(20) Hz and κ/2π =
54(1) MHz. The data show an asymmetry around the probe
detuning that is not predicted by the linear cavity
optomechanics theory (eqs 2 and 3). We discard the possibility
of an asymmetry induced by the dissipative coupling because
of the small value of the single-photon dissipative coupling
strength, g0,κ/2π = Gκxzpf/2π = 0.4 Hz. The asymmetry in the
optical spring could be attributed to nonlinearities in the
system given the large photon number reached in the
experiments (np > 105). Indeed, a cavity optomechanical

Figure 4. Displacement power spectral density (PSD) measured with
the locked cavity. Two SiN modes are shown in the lower frequency
range. The left one at 164.0 kHz, of known effective mass meff =
2.3 μg, is used to calibrate the spectra. The higher frequency range
shows the hBN mode used for dynamical backaction experiments.
Solid lines are theoretical fits using eq 1 with an additional constant
noise floor.

Figure 5. Radiation pressure backaction. (a) Experimental probe
photon number np vs probe detuning Δp. (b) Optical spring effect
(red dots) and theoretical regression (solid line). The gray region
corresponds to the regime where the photon number shows a
nonlinear response and its data are excluded in the fit. (c) Mechanical
damping (orange dots) and theory calculation (solid line) with the
parameters from the fit in (b). The error bars for Ωm and Γm,
generated from the fits to eq 1, are omitted because they are not
appreciable in the figure.
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system incorporating a negative Kerr nonlinearity can
reproduce the asymmetries we observe.56 Additional experi-
ments should be conducted in the future to clarify the origin of
the nonlinearity in the system. This could be due to, for
example, the radiation pressure force itself57 or to thermal
effects given the absorption of the mirrors’ coating.42

Figure 5c shows the effective line width Γm (orange dots) as
a function of the probe detuning. The solid line is the result of
eq 3 using the parameters obtained from the fit of the optical
spring. We observe a larger broadening (optomechanical
cooling) than what is predicted by the theory for negative
detunings, whereas the narrowing (optomechanical heating)
found for positive detunings is less pronounced compared to
the theoretical model. This behavior also matches the one of a
cavity optomechanical system with a negative Kerr non-
linearity,56 which supports the hypothesis of a nonlinearity
present in the system. In addition, the measured line widths are
broadened due to unavoidable mechanical fluctuations of the
positioning system and the fiber mirrors. The fluctuations
translate into cavity length noise, which directly affects the
detuning and therefore turns into mechanical frequency
noise.41,43 Because each experimental mechanical spectrum is
the average of the mechanical response during the acquisition
time of the spectrum analyzer, the experimental resonance
frequency matches on average the theoretical value, besides the
asymmetry already discussed. The mechanical line width
(Figure 5c), however, is broadened especially for detunings at
which Ωm depends strongly on the detuning. The positioning
system’s mechanical fluctuations are also the limiting factor of
this experiment and the reason we are unable to successfully
lock the cavity at sample positions with a larger coupling G.

To conclude, we have demonstrated radiation pressure
backaction on an hBN resonator at telecom wavelengths. The
mechanical performance of our sample was limited by the
hybridization to the modes of the low stress SiN membrane
resonator and the mechanical imperfections originating from
the dry transfer process. The former can be improved by using
high stress Si3N4 as a support for the hBN drums, pushing the
Si3N4 resonances to higher frequencies and allowing resolution
of the distinct mode shapes, the latter by using more gentle
transfer mechanisms like a wet transfer.50 The setup presented
in this work is very versatile: a careful design of the mirror
coatings would enable the incorporation of several wave-
lengths, enabling photoluminescence experiments on-site. This
will open the door to new ways of studying the strain
dependence of hBN defects with an additional control of the
mechanical properties through light and a new step forward
toward the realization of spin-optomechanics with this van der
Waals material.
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