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Momentum Spectroscopy of 1D Phase Fluctuations in Bose-Einstein Condensates
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We measure the axial momentum distribution of Bose-Einstein condensates with an aspect ratio of
152 using Bragg spectroscopy. We observe the Lorentzian momentum distribution characteristic of onedimensional phase fluctuations. The temperature dependence of the width of this distribution provides a
quantitative test of quasicondensate theory. In addition, we observe a condensate length consistent with
the suppression of density fluctuations, even when phase fluctuations are large.
DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevLett.91.010405

One of the most striking features of Bose-Einstein
condensates is their phase coherence. Extensive experimental work on dilute atomic gases has demonstrated a
uniform phase of three-dimensional (3D) trapped condensates [1,2], even at finite temperature [3]. In low
dimensional systems, however, phase fluctuations of the
order parameter are expected to destroy off-diagonal long
range order (see [4,5] and references therein). This phenomenon also occurs in sufficiently anisotropic 3D
samples, where phase coherence across the axis (long
dimension) is established only below a temperature T ,
that can be much lower than the critical temperature Tc
[6]. In the range T < T < Tc , the cloud is a ‘‘quasicondensate,’’ whose incomplete phase coherence is due to
thermal excitations of 1D axial modes, with wavelengths
larger than its radial size. Quasicondensates in elongated
traps have been observed by Dettmer et al. [7], who
measured the conversion, during free expansion, of the
phase fluctuations into ripples in the density profile.
Although the conversion dynamics is well understood
[8], the measured amplitude of density ripples was a
factor of 2 smaller than expected. In addition, nonequilibrium phase fluctuations in elongated condensates have
been observed with the condensate focusing method [9].
In this Letter, we report on the measurement of the
axial coherence properties of quasicondensates via momentum Bragg spectroscopy. In previous work using this
technique [2,10], the finite size and mean-field energy
were the primary contributors to the spectral width. By
contrast, the dominant broadening in our conditions results from thermally driven fluctuations of the phase,
which reduce the coherence length [4,6]. Indeed, the axial
momentum distribution is the Fourier Rtransform of
^ y r 
the spatial correlation function Cs  d3 r h
^ r  suz =2i [11], where uz is the axial unit
suz =2
vector. When phase fluctuations dominate (i.e., T
T ), the axial momentum width is, hence, proportional
to h=L
  , where L is the characteristic axial decay length
of Cs. Experimentally, for 6 < T=T < 28, we find momentum distributions with Lorentzian shapes, whose
widths increase with T. Such a shape is characteristic of
large phase fluctuations in 1D [12], which result in a
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nearly exponential decay of Cs. Moreover, the momentum half-width p agrees quantitatively with theoretical
predictions to within our 15% experimental uncertainty.
This implies, in this temperature range, a coherence
length h=
 p substantially smaller than the quasicondensate length 2L, from about L=18 to L=4 [13]. We have also
checked an important feature of quasicondensates: the
suppression of density fluctuations even in the presence of
large phase fluctuations.
We produce a Bose-Einstein condensate of 87 Rb in the
5S1=2 jF  1; mF  1i state. A new design of our ironcore electromagnet, with respect to our previous work
[14], allows us to lower the bias field of the IoffePritchard trap to obtain tighter radial confinement.
Final radial and axial trap frequencies are, respectively,
!? =2  76020 and !z =2  5:005 Hz . The condensates, containing around 5 104 atoms [15], are needle shaped, with a typical half-length L ’ 130 m and
radius R ’ 0:8 m. The chemical potential being a few
times h!
 ? , the clouds are between the 3D and 1D
Thomas-Fermi regime [17]. However, the low-lying excitations of the condensate are 1D in character, due to the
large aspect ratio of the trap [18].
Our momentum distribution measurement is based
on four-photon velocity-selective Bragg diffraction
[2,10,11,19]. Atoms are diffracted out of the condensate
by a moving standing wave, formed by two counterpropagating laser beams with a relative detuning . Because
of the Doppler effect, the momentum component resonantly diffracted out of the condensate is pz  M 
8!R =2kL  with !R  hk
 2L =2M, M the atomic mass,
and kL  2= (  780:02 nm). The lasers are tuned
6.6 GHz below resonance to avoid Rayleigh scattering.
The laser intensities (about 2 mW=cm2 ) are adjusted to
keep the diffraction efficiency below 20%.
To build the momentum spectrum of the quasicondensate, we measure the fraction of diffracted atoms versus
the detuning  between the Bragg laser beams. The
differential frequency  must be stable to better than
the desired spectral resolution, about 200 Hz for our
typical L  10 m. The optical setup is as follows. A
single laser beam is spatially filtered by a fiber optic,
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separated into two arms with orthogonal polarizations,
frequency shifted by two independent 80 MHz acoustooptic modulators, and recombined. The modulators are
driven by two synthesizers stable to better than 1 Hz over
the typical acquisition time of a spectrum. The overlapping, recombined beams are then sent through the vacuum cell, parallel (to within 1 mrad) to the long axis of
the trap, and retroreflected to obtain two standing waves
with orthogonal polarizations, moving in opposite directions. After we mounted the critical retroreflecting
mirror on a long, rigid plate to minimize axial vibrations, the average over ten beat notes had a half width
at half maximum (HWHM) of 216(10) Hz for a 2-ms
pulse [20].
The following procedure is used to acquire a momentum spectrum. At the end of evaporative cooling, the
radio frequency knife is held fixed for 6.5 s to allow the
cloud to relax to equilibrium. Indeed, we observe axial
shape oscillations of the cloud, triggered by the onset of
Bose-Einstein condensation [9,21], despite a slow evaporation (less than 100 kHz=s) across Tc . The magnetic trap
is then switched off abruptly, in roughly 100 s, and the
cloud expands for 2 ms before the Bragg lasers are pulsed
on for 2 ms. We wait for a further 20 ms to let each
diffracted component (one per laser standing wave) separate from the parent condensate, and take an absorption
image [Fig. 1(a)]. Diffraction efficiency is defined as
the fraction of atoms in each secondary cloud. We repeat
this complete sequence for several detunings (typically
15), several times (typically 5). After averaging the diffraction efficiencies measured at each detuning , we
obtain two ‘‘elementary spectra,’’ one for each diffraction
component.
We take the Bragg spectrum after expansion rather
than in the trap to overcome two severe problems. In
the trapped condensate, first, the mean-free path (about
10 m) is much smaller than its axial size, typically
260 m, so that fast Bragg-diffracted atoms would
scatter against the cloud at rest [22]. Second, the inhomogeneous mean-field broadening [2] would be of the
order of 300 Hz, i.e., larger than the spectral width
expected from phase fluctuations. By contrast, after
2 ms of free expansion, the peak density has dropped
by 2 orders of magnitude [23], and both effects become
negligible. In addition, the phase fluctuations do not significantly evolve in 2 ms, since the typical time scale for
their complete conversion into density ripples varies from
400 ms to 15 s for the range of temperatures we explore
[12]. Also, the mean-field energy is released almost entirely in the radial direction, because of the large aspect
ratio of the trap [23], and contributes only about 50 Hz of
Doppler broadening in the axial direction. The only perturbation of in-trap axial momenta due to the trap release
seems to be small overall shifts (around 100 m=s) attributed to residual magnetic gradients that merely displace the spectra centers.
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FIG. 1. (a) Absorption image of degenerate cloud (center) and
diffracted atoms (left and right), averaged over several shots,
after free-flight expansion. (b) Diffraction efficiency versus
relative detuning of the Bragg lasers at T  26113 nK, with
T=T  202. A typical statistical error bar is shown. This
spectrum is the superposition of 12 ‘‘elementary spectra’’ (see
text). The true average center is 30.18(2) kHz, close to
30.17 kHz, the four-photon resonance frequency. The solid
line is a Lorentzian fit of width 316(10) Hz (HWHM). (c)
and (d) show, respectively, the residual of a Lorentzian and
of a Gaussian fit to the above spectrum. Residuals are folded
around the   0 axis, and smoothed with a six-point-wide
sliding average.

Bragg spectra have been taken at various temperatures
between 90(10) and 350(20) nK, while Tc varied from
280(15) to 380(20) nK. The temperature was fixed to
within 20 nK by controlling the final trap depth to a
precision of 2 kHz, and measured from a fit to the wings
of an averaged absorption image. The fitting function is
an ideal Bose distribution with zero chemical potential,
plus an inverted parabolic profile for the quasicondensed
cloud. At each temperature, pairs of elementary spectra
(described above) were collected across a 125-ms-wide
range of hold times to average over residual oscillations
and slowly varying fluctuations. All elementary spectra
corresponding to the same temperature are reduced to the
same surface, background, and center, and superposed, as
in Fig. 1(b).
The line shape of the resulting spectra is clearly closer
to a Lorentzian than to a Gaussian (see Figs. 1(c) and
1(d)). This is a significant result, because a Lorentzianlike profile is expected for a momentum distribution
dominated by phase fluctuations (see [12] and below),
in contrast to the Gaussian-like profile expected for a
pure condensate [2,11]. From the Lorentzian fit, we extract the measured half-width M for each temperature.
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The theoretical results obtained in [6,12] do not apply
directly to our experiment. In those works, a 3D ThomasFermi density profile was assumed, whereas in our case
modification of the density profile by the thermal cloud
and radial quantum pressure must be accounted for. We
find (and discuss below) that a parabolic profile is still a
good fit function, but that the usual T  0 relations
between , L, R, and the number of condensed atoms
N0 are no longer valid. We therefore extend the calculation
of the axial correlation function in [12] to an arbitrary
density profile, in the local density approximation. In the
mean-field regime [4], from the result of [24] for a 1D
uniform Bose gas at finite-temperature, we obtain


Z
n 0jsj
Cs  dz n1 z exp  1
;
(1)
2n1 zL
R
where n1 z  d2 r? n0 r? ; z is the axial 1D density of
the quasicondensate, while n0 r is its 3D density profile.
The coherence length near the center of the trap is 2L ,
with L  h 2 n1 0=MkB T. Following Petrov et al. [4,6],
we define the temperature which delineates the border
between coherent and phase-fluctuating condensates as
T  L T=L. Since n1 0, L, and T are extracted directly
from the images, the definitions of L and T relate the
coherence properties to experimentally measured quantities. The axial momentum distribution follows from a
Fourier transform of Cs and is well approximated by a
Lorentzian of width p  h=L
  (HWHM), with  
0:67 for a parabolic n0 r [12]. The predicted spectral
half-width is therefore   , where
 

2hk
 L
:
2ML

(2)

In the following, we will use  as a free parameter to test
the theory outlined above.
Figure 2 shows the measured spectral width M versus  . The measured widths increase at higher  as
expected. To compare these data to theory, we need to
take into account a finite ‘‘instrumental’’ width of the
Bragg spectra, including the effect of the mirror vibrations, residual sloshing in the trap, and Fourier broadening due to the 2-ms pulse length (125 Hz HWHM). We
assume that all experimental broadenings result in a
Gaussian apparatus function of half-width wG , to be
convolved by the Lorentzian momentum profile with a
half-width   . The convolution,
a Voigt profile, has a
q

half-width   =2  w2G    2 =4. Note that
fitting a Voigt profile instead of a Lorentzian to a spectrum gives the same total HWHM to less than 5%, but the
Lorentzian shape is too predominant to extract reliably
the Gaussian and the Lorentzian contributions to the
profile. Using  and wG as free parameters to fit the
data of Fig. 2, we find wG  1766 Hz, and  
0:6455. The first uncertainty quoted for  is the standard deviation of the fit value. The second results from
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FIG. 2. Half widths at half maximum M of the experimental Bragg spectra versus  . Vertical error bars are the
standard deviations of the fit width; the horizontal error bars
are the one-sigma statistical dispersions of  . The solid line
is a fit assuming a Voigt profile for the spectra.

calibration uncertainties on the magnification of the
imaging system and on the total atom number, which do
not affect wG . The agreement of the measured value of 
with the theoretical value 0.67, to within the 15% experimental uncertainty, confirms quantitatively the temperature dependence of the momentum width predicted in
Ref. [6]. The coherence length h=p
  deduced from this
measurement varies between 5:98 and 394 m, in the
range 6 < T=T < 28.
Another important aspect of quasicondensates, the
suppression of axial density fluctuations, is investigated
here through the size of the trapped condensate. In the
presence of density fluctuations, the resulting interaction
energy [25] would increase the size with respect to the
expectation for a smooth density profile. The measured
axial half-length L after release faithfully reflects the
half-length in the trap since axial expansion is found
experimentally to be negligible. Figure 3 shows that the
measured values of L at various temperatures (filled
circles) deviate from the standard Thomas-Fermi prediction (diamonds) L2TF  2=M!2z , with  given by
2
 h !
 15N0 a= 2=5 [16], where !
  !2? !z 1=3 , 
p
h=M

!
 , and a  5:31 nm [26]. We understand this
smaller value by taking into account the compression of
the quasicondensate by the 3D thermal component (excitations with energy much larger than h!
 ? ), and the
radial quantum pressure. The 3D excited states contribute
negligibly to the fluctuations of the phase [6] and only the
density profile is affected. Using a Hartree-Fock approach
[16,27], we find

2g
2
L2 
n0 0  3 g3=2 egn0 0=kB T   g3=2 1 ;
2
M!z
T
(3)
with the coupling constant g  4h 2 a=M, the thermal
de Broglie
T  2h 2 =MkB T1=2 , and
P1wavelength
n
3=2
g3=2 x  n1 x =n . The open circles in Fig. 3 show
the solution of Eq. (3) assuming a parabolic profile, such
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FIG. 3. Half-length L of the quasicondensate versus temperature. Experimental values (䊉 with statistical error bars) are
compared to two calculations: standard Thomas-Fermi (䉬) and
Hartree-Fock with radial quantum pressure corrections (see
text) (). Calculations use the measured temperature and
number of condensed atoms. The greyed areas represent uncertainty associated with atom number calibration. Inset:
Number of condensed atoms N0 with statistical dispersion at
each temperature.

that n0 0  15N0 L3 $2 =8. The aspect ratio $ is
calculated according to the theory developed in [29],
which takes into account radial quantum pressure. The
calculated lengths are in agreement with our measurements to within our estimated calibration uncertainty. We
conclude, in line with [8], that a phase-fluctuating condensate has the same smooth profile as a true condensate
[29], and thus that the axial density fluctuations are suppressed even when phase fluctuations are large.
In conclusion, we have demonstrated three important
features of quasi–Bose-Einstein condensates: (i) the momentum distribution shape, found Lorentzian; (ii) the
temperature dependence of the momentum width; and
(iii) the suppression of density fluctuations. Our results
are in quantitative agreement with the finite-temperature,
interactive theory developed in [4,6] supplemented by a
Hartree-Fock treatment of 3D excited states. The same
method could be applied to investigate how long range
order develops during the condensate growth.
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