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Disentangling the Electronic and
Phononic Glue in a High-Tc Superconductor
S. Dal Conte,1* C. Giannetti,2,3† G. Coslovich,4‡ F. Cilento,4 D. Bossini,3§ T. Abebaw,4|| F. Banfi,2,3
G. Ferrini,2,3 H. Eisaki,5 M. Greven,6 A. Damascelli,7,8 D. van der Marel,9 F. Parmigiani4,10
Unveiling the nature of the bosonic excitations that mediate the formation of Cooper pairs is a
key issue for understanding unconventional superconductivity. A fundamental step toward this
goal would be to identify the relative weight of the electronic and phononic contributions to the
overall frequency (Ω)–dependent bosonic function, P(Ω). We performed optical spectroscopy on
Bi2Sr2Ca0.92Y0.08Cu2O8+d crystals with simultaneous time and frequency resolution; this technique
allowed us to disentangle the electronic and phononic contributions by their different temporal
evolution. The spectral distribution of the electronic excitations and the strength of their interaction
with fermionic quasiparticles fully account for the high critical temperature of the superconducting
phase transition.
attice vibrations (1) and excitations of electronic origin, such as spin or electric polarizability fluctuations (2) and loop currents
(3), are generally considered potential mediators of Cooper pairing in the copper oxide hightemperature superconductors (cuprates). The
generic interaction of fermionic quasi-particles
(QPs) with bosonic excitations is accounted for
by the bosonic function P(Ω) [usually indicated
as a2F(Ω) for phonons and I2c(Ω) for spin fluctuations], a dimensionless function that depends
on the density of states of the excitations and the
strength of their coupling to QPs. Because both
the energy dispersion and lifetime of QPs are
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strongly affected by the interactions, signatures
of QP-boson coupling have been observed in experiments that probe the electronic properties at
equilibrium. The ubiquitous kinks in the QP dispersion at ~70 meV, measured by angle-resolved
photoemission spectroscopy (ARPES) (4), have
been interpreted in terms of coupling to either
optical Cu-O lattice modes (5, 6) or spin excitations (7). Inelastic neutron and x-ray scattering
experiments found evidence for both QP-phonon
anomalies (8) and bosonic excitations attributed
to spin fluctuations (7, 9) and loop currents (10).
Dip features in tunneling experiments have been
used to alternatively support the scenarios of
dominant electron-phonon interactions (11) or
antiferromagnetic spin fluctuations (12). The
frequency-dependent dissipation of the Drude
optical conductivity, s(w), measured by equilibrium optical spectroscopies, has been interpreted
(13–15) as the coupling of electrons to bosonic
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excitations, in which the separation of the phononic and electronic contributions is impeded by
their partial coexistence on the same energy scale
(<90 meV).
We have disentangled the electronic and
phononic contributions to P(Ω) through a nonequilibrium optical spectroscopy, in which femtosecond time resolution is combined with an
energy resolution smaller than 10 meV over a
wide photon energy range (0.5 to 2 eV). Our approach can be rationalized on the basis of the
widely used assumption (16, 17) that, after the
interaction between a superconductor and a short
laser pulse (1.55 eV photon energy), the effective
electronic temperature (Te) relaxes toward its
equilibrium value through energy exchange with
the different degrees of freedom that linearly
contribute to P(Ω). In a more formal description,
the total bosonic function is given by
PðWÞ ¼ Pbe (W) þ PSCP (W) þ Plat (W)

ð1Þ

where Pbe refers to the bosonic excitations of
electronic origin at the effective temperature Tbe,
PSCP to the small fraction of strongly coupled
phonons (SCPs) at TSCP (16), and Plat to all other
lattice vibrations at Tlat. Because the term that
couples the rate equations (18) for Te and Tb (with
b = be, SCP, lat) is G(Pb, Tb, Te)/Cb [where G is
the functional described in (18) and Cb is the
specific heat of the bosonic population], each
subset of the bosonic excitations is characterized
by different relaxation dynamics on the femtosecond time scale. The most convenient systems
for such an experiment are the hole-doped cuprates
close to the optimal dopant concentration needed
to attain the maximum critical temperature Tc, in
which the total P(Ω) is maximum (15). Despite
the magnitude of P(Ω), vertex corrections beyond

Fig. 1. Nonequilibrium reflectivity. The relative reflectivity variation dR/R(w, T) = [R(w, T + dT) –
R(w, T)]/R, calculated for the
incremental variations dTe and
dTb in Eqs. 2 and 3 and using
the P(w) value obtained from
the fit to the equilibrium measurements, is reported. The
change of sign of dR(w, T)/R in
the quasi-thermal scenario (gray
line; dTe = dTb = 1 K) and the
maximum dR(w, T)/R in the nonthermal scenario (red line; dTe = 5 K, dTb = 0) occur at a frequency coinciding with the dressed plasma
frequency, Ωp ~ 1 eV. The spectral regions probed by the optical parametric amplifier (OPA) and supercontinuum techniques (18) are indicated.
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REPORTS
The key point to extend this analysis to
nonequilibrium experiments is that the electron
self-energy, S(w, t), used to calculate s(w, t) (18),
can be factorized into
∞

Sðw,T Þ ¼ ∫0 PðWÞL(w,W,TÞdW

ð2Þ

(24), where L(w, Ω, T) is a material-independent
kernel function accounting for the thermal activation of the bosonic excitations and of the QPs.
The kernel function is given by


1
Lðw,W,T e,b Þ ¼ −2pi N ðW,T b Þ þ
þ
2
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iðW − W′ Þ
1
iðW þ W′ Þ
þ
−
Y
−Y
2
2pT e
2
2pT e
ð3Þ
where Y is the digamma function obtained by
integrating the Fermi-Dirac functions, and N(Ω, Tb)
is the Bose distribution at temperature Tb. The
kernel function can be decomposed into different

Fig. 2. Nonequilibrium optical spectroscopy. (A and B) Time- and frequency-resolved reflectivity measurements carried out on the OP96 sample at T = 300 K in the OPA (A) and supercontinuum (B) probe
optical region (18). The white curves represent the time traces at photon energies of 1.55 eV and 0.65 eV,
respectively. (C) Energy-resolved spectra for OP96, measured at fixed time t = 100 fs. The black lines are
the maximum and minimum dR/R(w, t = 100 fs) determined through the fitting procedure described in
the text and in (18) and accounting for the experimental uncertainty in the laser fluence and spot
dimensions. Most of the values of dR/R(t = 100 fs) measured on OP96 at each wavelength fall between the
two lines. (D) Time-resolved trace for OP96 at fixed photon energy of 1.55 eV. The black line is the best fit
to the data obtained through the fitting procedure described in (18).
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terms depending on the electronic (Te) and bosonic (Tb) temperatures. The independent variation of Te,b is expected to induce different
modifications of the dielectric function. Figure
1 shows the expected relative variation of the
reflectivity, expressed as
dR
Rðw,T þ dT Þ − Rðw,T Þ
ðw, T Þ ¼
R
Rðw,T Þ

ð4Þ

in the quasi-thermal (dTe = dTb > 0) and nonthermal (dTe > 0, dTb = 0) scenarios. Phenomenologically, in the first case the reflectivity
variation is dominated by the increase of the
QP-boson scattering, corresponding to a broadening of the Drude peak, whereas in the second
case the decoupling between the QP and bosonic
distributions can be rationalized in terms of a
small increase of the plasma frequency without
any change in the scattering rate. The difference
between the two cases is more evident in the
spectral region close to the dressed plasma frequency, Ωp ≈ 1 eV—that is, an energy scale
much higher than the energy scale of the bosonic
function.
Time-resolved reflectivity measurements in
the 0.5 to 2 eV photon-energy range (25) have
been performed at T = 300 K on the same crystals (20) (OP96) used for the equilibrium optical
spectroscopy. The dR/R(w, t) two-dimensional
matrix is reported in Fig. 2, A and B, along with
the time traces at ~1.5 and 0.7 eV photon energies (white curves). After the pump excitation
at t = 0, the temporal dynamics above and below
Ωp are very similar, exhibiting a relaxation dynamics of about 200 fs, generally attributed to the
thermalization of electrons with SCPs (16), and a
slower decay on the picosecond time scale, related to the thermalization with all other lattice
vibrations. Shown in Fig. 2C are the energyresolved traces at fixed delay (t = 100 fs). Comparing the dR/R(w) measured on OP96 to the
relative variation of the reflectivity calculated
in the nonthermal and quasi-thermal cases (Fig. 1),
we come to the major point of our work: The
electrons thermalize with part of the bosonic
excitations, described by P(Ω), on a time scale
faster than the electron-phonon thermalization.
The fast time scale (<<100 fs) of this thermalization implies a very large coupling and a relatively small specific heat. These overall
observations strongly suggest that this process
involves bosonic excitations of electronic origin.
The relative strengths of Pb(Ω) (where the
index b refers to the three components in Eq. 1)
determine (26) both the temporal evolution of
the temperatures Tb, through the four-temperature
model (4TM) (18), and the intensity of the reflectivity variation, through Eq. 2. As a consequence, the simultaneous fit of the calculated
dR/R(w, Te, Tbe, TSCP, Tlat) to the data reported
in Fig. 2 in the time and frequency domain decisively narrows the phase space of the parameters of the model, as compared to single-color
measurements. The fit procedure (18) allows
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Eliashberg theory can be reliably neglected (9, 15)
in this doping regime.
The total bosonic function P(Ω) is directly
determined by fitting an extended Drude model
(18) and a sum of Lorentz oscillators accounting
for the interband optical transitions in the visible
region (19) to the equilibrium dielectric function
of optimally doped Bi2Sr2Ca0.92Y0.08Cu2O8+d
(Y-Bi2212) high-quality crystals (20) (Tc = 96 K)
measured at T = 300 K by conventional spectroscopic ellipsometry (21). If we assume a histogramlike form (18) (fig. S1) and impose an upper limit
of 1 eV, the extracted P(Ω) is characterized by (i)
a low-energy part (up to 40 meV) compatible
with the coupling to acoustic phonons (22) and
Raman-active optical phonons involving c-axis
motion of the Cu ions (23); (ii) a narrow, intense
peak centered at ~60 meV, attributed to the anisotropic coupling to either out-of-plane buckling
and in-plane breathing Cu-O optical modes (6) or
bosonic excitations of electronic origin such as
spin fluctuations (7); and (iii) a broad continuum
extending up to 350 meV (13–15), well above the
characteristic phonon cutoff frequency (~90 meV).

1601

REPORTS

us to unambiguously extract the different
contributions to P(Ω) and to estimate Cbe and
CSCP.
Figure 3 summarizes the main results of this
work. The pump pulse of 10 mJ/cm2 gently increases the electronic temperature by dTe ~ 2 K.
The entire high-energy part and ~46% of the
peak (red areas) instantaneously thermalize with
electrons at a temperature Tbe ≈ Te. The spectral
distribution and the value of the specific heat of
these excitations (Cbe < 0.1Ce) demonstrate their
electronic origin. On a slower time scale (100 to
200 fs), the electrons thermalize with the SCPs
that represent ~20% of the phonon density of
states (CSCP = 0.2Clat) but are responsible for ~34%
of the coupling (blue area) in the peak of the
bosonic function at 40 to 75 meV, corresponding
to ~17% of the total bosonic function. Prominent
candidates as SCPs are the buckling and breathing Cu-O optical modes. The third and last measured time scale is related to the thermalization
with all other lattice modes (80% of the total),
which include all acoustic modes and the infraredand Raman-active modes involving c-axis motion
of the Cu ions and provide less than 20% of the
coupling (green area) in the peak of P(Ω).
These results have important implications
for the identification of the pairing mechanism
in cuprates. The electron-boson coupling lb =
2∫Pb(Ω)/Ω dΩ is calculated for each subset b
of the bosonic excitations, considering the experimental uncertainties. In the strong-coupling
regime (lb < 1.5), the critical temperature can
be estimated (18) through an extended version
of McMillan’s equation (27), containing the
logarithmic-averaged frequency (W̃) and the
portion of Pb(Ω) that contributes to the d-wave
pairing (28). The maximal critical temperature
attainable is calculated assuming that each Pb(Ω)
entirely contributes to the d-wave pairing. The
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coupling with SCPs (lSCP = 0.4 T 0.2) is in complete agreement with the values measured on
similar materials via different techniques, such
as time-resolved photoemission spectroscopy (16),
time-resolved electron diffraction (17), and singlecolor high-resolution time-resolved reflectivity
(29). Although this value is rather close to the
threshold of the strong-coupling regime (30, 31),
the small value of W̃ gives Tc = 2 to 30 K, which
is far from being able to account for the hightemperature superconductivity of the system. The
coupling of electrons with all other lattice vibrations is even smaller in strength (llat = 0.2 T 0.2)
and provides an upper bound of the critical temperature of Tc ≈ 12 K. Finally, the large coupling
constant (lbe = 1.1 T 0.2) and the larger W̃ value
of the electronic excitations give Tc = 105 to
135 K, and this alone accounts for the high critical temperature. We note that, whereas PSCP(Ω)
and Plat(Ω) are expected to be temperatureindependent, Pbe(Ω) increases as new magnetic
excitations emerge when approaching Tc, particularly in the pseudogap phase (10). Therefore,
the use of Pbe(Ω) determined at T = 300 K to
estimate the QP-boson coupling and Tc underestimates the electronic contribution to the pairing,
further supporting our conclusion of a dominant
electronic mechanism in the superconductivity of
cuprates. All the lb values, maximum attainable
critical temperatures, and important parameters
for each subset of the total bosonic function are
reported in table S1.
The measured values of lbe, lSCP, and llat
and the spectral distribution of the bosonic excitations strongly indicate that the antiferromagnetic spin fluctuations (7, 9) and the loop currents
(3) are the most probable mediators for the formation of Cooper pairs. An isotope effect in the
dispersion of nodal QPs has been observed by
ARPES measurements on optimally doped Bi2212
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(32). Analysis of these data (33) indicates that
the nodal isotope effect can be explained by assuming that the QP-phonon coupling represents about 10% of the total contribution of other
bosonic excitations. From Fig. 3, we estimate that
the contribution of SCP is less than 20% of the
total bosonic function. Hence, our results fully
explain the observed isotope effect, providing a
consistent interpretation of the most important
experimental results about the QP-boson coupling in cuprates.
Our conclusions are rather independent of the
assumption of the histogram-like form of P(Ω)
and are robust against modifications of the details
of the equilibrium dielectric function. In fact, the
outcome of this work strongly supports the factorization of the self-energy at T = 300 K into a
temperature-dependent kernel function and the
glue function P(Ω) (see Eq. 2), even under nonequilibrium conditions. Although we do not exclude a priori that the upper limit used in the
determination of the bosonic function can hide
possible contributions to P(Ω) even above 1 eV
and that the electron-phonon coupling may cooperate in driving the superconducting phase transition, we demonstrate that bosonic excitations of
electronic origin are the most important factor in
the formation of the superconducting state at
high temperatures in the cuprates. Our findings
pave the way for the investigation of electronboson coupling in a variety of complex materials,
such as transition-metal oxides and iron-based
superconductors.
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Coherent Sensing of a Mechanical
Resonator with a Single-Spin Qubit
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Mechanical systems can be influenced by a wide variety of small forces, ranging from gravitational
to optical, electrical, and magnetic. When mechanical resonators are scaled down to nanometer-scale
dimensions, these forces can be harnessed to enable coupling to individual quantum systems. We
demonstrate that the coherent evolution of a single electronic spin associated with a nitrogen vacancy
center in diamond can be coupled to the motion of a magnetized mechanical resonator. Coherent
manipulation of the spin is used to sense driven and Brownian motion of the resonator under ambient
conditions with a precision below 6 picometers. With future improvements, this technique could be
used to detect mechanical zero-point fluctuations, realize strong spin-phonon coupling at a single
quantum level, and implement quantum spin transducers.
ybrid quantum systems offer many potential applications in quantum information science and quantum metrology.
One example is cavity quantum electrodynamics
(cQED), in which a quantum two-level system
(a qubit) is strongly coupled to resonant photons
in an electromagnetic cavity (1–3). In the mechanical analog of cQED, the qubit is coupled to
a mechanical resonator, with resonant phonons
playing the role of cavity photons (4–7). Mechanical resonators are promising components
for hybrid quantum systems because they couple
to a wide range of forces while maintaining high
quality factors (8–13) and can be fabricated using
scalable techniques. A recent experiment dem-
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onstrated coupling of a superconducting phase
qubit to the quantum motion of a piezoelectric
resonator at millikelvin temperatures (11). However, this approach resulted in relatively short
phonon lifetimes and is not easily extended to
other resonator-qubit systems. An important goal
is to extend this technique to nonpiezoelectric
resonators that offer longer phonon lifetimes
and to qubits featuring longer coherence times
(4, 5, 9, 10, 14, 15). In particular, spin states of
localized atomlike systems in the solid state can
be manipulated individually and can serve as an
exceptional quantum memory, even under ambient conditions. Moreover, experiments have demonstrated that resonators can be sensitive to the
magnetic force associated with a single electronic
spin (16). Control over a coupled spin-resonator
hybrid quantum system could be used to mediate
long-range spin-spin coupling for quantum information applications (17) or to manipulate mechanical motion at the single quantum level with
long qubit and phonon coherence times (4, 11). In
addition, coherent control over spin-phonon interactions is of direct relevance for realizations of
novel nanoscale sensors (18–20).
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In our experiment (Fig. 1A), we used the
electronic spin associated with an individual nitrogen vacancy (NV) center to sense the motion
of a nearby, magnetized atomic force microscopy
(AFM) cantilever. The time-varying magnetic
field generated by the displacement of the magnetic tip coherently drives the qubit evolution,
which is subsequently detected via optical spin
measurements. The essence of our approach (Fig.
1B) is to synchronize the evolution of the single
spin with the cantilever’s oscillations. When the spin
is driven by a pulse train with a period matching
the mechanical period, the motion constructively
affects the spin evolution over a long interaction
time, enhancing the spin’s sensitivity in a narrow
frequency band (21). In addition, the pulses dynamically decouple the NV spin from the slow
evolution of the surrounding environment, increasing the possible interrogation time (22, 23).
The NV centers are implanted ~5 nm below
the surface of a bulk diamond sample. The spin
sublevels |ms = 0〉 and |ms = T1〉 of the electronic ground state exhibit a zero-field splitting of
~2.87 GHz. In the presence of a static magnetic field, the degeneracy between |+1〉 and |–1〉
is lifted, allowing us to selectively address the
|0〉 → |+1〉 transition with microwave radiation.
The magnetic field Btip generated by the tip at
the position of the NV results in an additional
Zeeman shift of the splitting, given by Dw ¼
ge mB Btip ⋅ ^
z =ℏ, where ge ≈ 2 is the electron g-factor,
mB is the Bohr magneton, ħ is Planck’s constant
divided by 2p, and ^
z is the unit vector along the
NV axis. With the tip held at a constant position,
the static Zeeman shift is detected by performing
continuous wave (CW) electron spin resonance
(ESR) measurements (Fig. 1C). By scanning the
tip at a fixed height above the diamond surface
with a piezoelectric scanning stage and monitoring ∆w, we mapped the projection of Btip along
the NV axis (Fig. 1D). This provides an accurate
measurement of the magnetic field gradient Gm
produced by the tip along the NV axis, which
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