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The polarized photoluminescence from atomically thin transition metal dichalcogenides is a frequently applied tool to
scrutinize optical selection rules and valley physics, yet it is known to sensibly depend on a variety of internal and exter-
nal material and sample properties. In this work, we apply combined angle- and polarization-resolved spectroscopy to
explore the interplay of excitonic physics and phenomena arising from the commonly utilized encapsulation procedure
on the optical properties of atomically thin MoSe2. We probe monolayers prepared in both suspended and encapsulated
manners. We show that the hBN encapsulation significantly enhances the linear polarization of exciton photolumines-
cence emission at large emission angles. This degree of linear polarization of excitons can increase up to ∼17% in the
hBN encapsulated samples. As we confirm by finite-difference time-domain simulations, it can be directly connected
to the optical anisotropy of the hBN layers. In comparison, the linear polarization at finite exciton momenta is signifi-
cantly reduced in a suspended MoSe2 monolayer, and becomes notable only in cryogenic conditions. This phenomenon
strongly suggests that the effect is rooted in the k-dependent anisotropic exchange coupling inherent in 2D excitons. Our
results have strong implications on further studies on valley contrasting selection rules and valley coherence phenomena
using standard suspended and encapsulated samples.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Polarization-dependent photoluminescence (PL) spectroscopy has
been widely applied as a powerful tool to enhance our understand-
ing of the optical properties of collective excitations in atomically
thin semiconductors [1–4]. The canonical locking of spin and
valley degrees of freedom manifests in significant degrees of cir-
cular polarization of the exciton PL [5–7], and valley coherent
superpositions can be studied via the linearly polarized exciton
emission [8–10]. However, in most works, a large numerical aper-
ture setup is applied, which collects a significant range of emission
angles and exciton momenta and thus probes a nonnegligible part
of the excitonic dispersion relation. In this work, we address the
consequences of collecting large momentum excitons in the optical
spectroscopy of two-dimensional (2D) semiconductors.

First, our study focuses on the optical response of a suspended
MoSe2 monolayer, since the exciton response will be determined
mostly by the internal bandstructure [11–14]. There, the valley
exchange coupling is predicted to yield two orthogonally polar-
ized, frequency-split exciton bands, which are frequently referred
to as TE and TM exciton dispersion [11,15–18]. While this
momentum-dependent polarization splitting has been invoked to
explain phenomena including the valley depolarization of excitons
in transition metal dichalcogenides (TMDCs) [15,19,20], to
the best of our knowledge, its direct spectral features have been
obscured thus far by experimental limitations. In this regard, our
observation of the onset of a momentum-dependent linear exciton
polarization at cryogenic temperatures is a first strong signature for
the direct manifestation of the exciton exchange splitting.

2334-2536/22/101190-07 Journal © 2022 Optica Publishing Group

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6562-6333
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2329-9696
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3854-5025
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3701-8119
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3704-2066
mailto:christian.schneider@uni-oldenburg.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1364/OPTICA.464533
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1364/OPTICA.464533&amp;domain=pdf&amp;date_stamp=2022-10-20


Research Article Vol. 9, No. 10 / October 2022 / Optica 1191

Second, our study explores the angle-dependent polarized
PL of a MoSe2 monolayer encapsulated by hexagonal boron
nitride (hBN), which is also a van der Waals layered material with
a bandgap Eg ∼ 6 eV [21–23]. This huge gap makes it applicable
for many ultraviolet photonic and optoelectronic applications
[24–29]. In the last decade of flourishing developments of 2D
quantum materials, hBN has also been exhaustively used in con-
structing high-quality van der Waals heterostructures [30]. For
example, hBN capping can protect environment-sensitive 2D
magnetic materials from degradation [31], yield unprecedented
carrier mobility in graphene [32], and also form periodic moiré
lattices with graphene due to the crystallographically compatible
lattices [33]. The hBN encapsulation of TMDC monolayers also
leads to much reduced excitonic linewidths that approach the
homogeneous limit [34], which makes it much easier to identify
the exciton fine structures and excited states [14,35–37].

The advantages of integrating hBN into heterostructures stem
from its chemical inertness, mechanical stability, commensurate
lattices with other 2D materials, and homogeneous dielectric pro-
tections due to its atomically flat interfaces [38]. However, much
less attention has been paid to the effects of its dielectric anistropy
on the optical properties of van der Waals heterostructures. Our
study reveals that the use of hBN flakes to encapsulate the TMDC
monolayer of MoSe2 has a significant impact on the polarization
properties of TMDC exciton emissions as revealed via far-field
angle-resolved PL measurements.

2. CONCEPTS AND EXPERIMENTAL PRINCIPLES

The linearly polarized excitonic orientation in TMDC monolayers
results from long-range exchange interaction, which mixes the
circularly polarized valley excitons and yields two new linearly
polarized eigenstates, i.e., TE and TM excitons [11,15–17]. The
exchange interaction and TE-TM mode splitting increase as a
function of the exciton in-plane wave vector. However, only a
small population of excitons, namely, those whose in-plane wave
vectors lie within the radiative light cone, can couple to light and
be measured [39]; see Fig. 1(a). As compared to the conventional
III-V semiconductor quantum wells, although both the direct and
exchange Coulomb interactions are enhanced due to the much
reduced dielectric screening in these 2D limited monolayer crystals
[40–43], the TE-TM splitting within the light cone is rather small
compared to the exciton linewidth [44]. hBN encapsulation can
reduce the inhomogeneous broadening, but it is also expected to
increase the screening between charges and reduce the amplitude
of exchange interactions [16]. In terms of measuring the TE and
TM excitons, polarization measurements at high wave vectors thus
seem more feasible than unpolarized spectroscopic measurements
of the TE-TM splitting [19].

In the case of far-field polarization- and angle-resolved PL
measurements, the projection of the emission wave vector in the
monolayer plane is equal to the exciton wave vector. The relation-
ship between the emission angle θ and exciton wave vector “k” can
be expressed as

Fig. 1. Polarization-resolved momentum-space imaging and sample structures. (a) TE-TM dispersions of A:1s excitons in an excitonic quasi-particle
picture. Close to the light cone, TM excitons have a linear dispersion relation, lying energetically higher than the TE excitons that have a parabolic disper-
sion [11]. The light cone is shown as the shaded grey area. (b) Back focal plane imaging setup. Following radiative recombination of the exciton in a MoSe2

monolayer, the emitted photons are collected by an objective with an effective focal length fObj . = 4 mm, and NA= 0.42, which corresponds to a maxi-
mum half collection angle θ = 25◦. The back focal plane of the objective corresponds to the momentum space. The s - and p-polarized components com-
ing respectively from the TE and TM excitons can then be selected by the following half wave plate and linear polarizer. The polarized back focal plane is
then focused by two additional lenses on the slit of the spectrometer and imaged onto a CCD detector. The focal length f1(2) of lens 1(2) is 50 (40) cm.
(c) Microscope image of sample 1: MoSe2 monolayer (in white dashed contour) suspended over a hole (depth of 1 µm and diameter of 3 µm) in the hole
arrays with 15µm spacing. (d) Microscope image of sample 2: hBN encapsulated MoSe2 monolayer (in white dashed contour) on a SiO2 (100 nm)/Si wafer.
The insets of (c) and (d) illustrate the sample structures.
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k =
2π

λ
sin θ, (1)

where λ is the emission wavelength. Figure 1(b) illustrates our
experimental geometry where the TE and TM excitons are
associated with the s - and p-polarization detection geometry,
respectively. From a classical perspective, the s -polarized emis-
sion is entirely determined by the TE excitons whose motion is
perpendicular to the dipole orientation. In contrast, the detected
p-polarized emissions come from the projection of the TM exci-
tons onto the monolayer plane. TM excitons therefore have the
center-of-mass momenta along their dipole axis.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Sample Structures

Our study is conducted primarily on two samples; see Figs. 1(c) and
1(d). Sample 1 is a MoSe2 monolayer suspended on a hole (depth
of 1 µm and diameter of 3 µm). The array of holes with 15 µm
spacing is milled by a focused ion beam into a SiO2 (100 nm)/Si
wafer. Sample 2 is a MoSe2 monolayer encapsulated by hBN and
deposited on the SiO2 (100 nm)/Si wafer. The thicknesses of
the top and bottom hBN flakes are measured using atomic force
microscopy as 6.7± 2.0 nm and 258.1± 3.3 nm, respectively [see
fabrication details in Supplement 1, Section 1]. Raman scatter-
ing measurements of both samples can be found in Supplement
1, Section 5. The samples are mounted on the cold finger of a
closed-cycle cryostat with a tunable temperature range from 10 to
293 K.

B. Optical Microscopy Measurements

The excitation for PL microscopy is a 532 nm continuous wave
laser, which is focused by the objective to a 2 µm spot. We first
use the binning mode of the spectrometer and disperse the PL
emission. In both samples, the wavelength of the A:1s exciton PL
redshifts with increasing temperature [see Figs. 2(a) and 2(d)].

At 10 K, the full width at half maximum of the A:1s exciton PL
emission is 2.3 (9.7) meV in sample 2 (1), which is consistent with
the narrowing effects induced by hBN encapsulation [34]. We then
use edge filters to filter out only the A:1s exciton peak for further
angle-resolved PL measurements.

Our setup has a maximum half collection angle of 25◦ that is
determined by a long working distance objective (NA= 0.42) out-
side the cryostat windows. The back focal plane of the objective,
i.e., the Fourier plane, carries the angle or momentum information
of the luminescence [see Fig. 1(b)]. The acquired momentum space
thus has the circular shape of the rear aperture of the objective. The
emission into the largest angle corresponds to the maximum
detectable in-plane exciton momentum, and the emission normal
to the monolayer plane is centered on the center of the Fourier
plane. The Fourier plane is then focused on the spectrometer slit
by two additional lenses and then imaged onto the CCD detector
to extract the exciton PL emission in momentum space. Note that
we use zero order of the spectrometer grating to acquire the entire
undispersed momentum-space PL of A:1s excitons.

To perform linearly polarized detection, we use a combination
of a half-wave plate and a linear polarizer. The transmission axis of
the polarizer is aligned along the spectrometer slit to maintain the
efficiency of the optical detection. The half-wave plate between the
linear polarizer and the objective’s back focal plane also has its fast
axis aligned to the spectrometer slit. We can rotate the fast axis of
the half-wave plate by 45◦ to switch the optical detection between
orthogonal linear polarizations, i.e., selecting either the TE (s -
polarized) or TM (p-polarized) exciton mode. Four exemplary
s - and p-polarized momentum-space radiation patterns of A:1s,
excitons in samples 1 and 2 at 10 K are shown in Figs. 2(b), 2(c),
2(e), and 2(f ). The degree of linear polarization (DOLP) is then
calculated as

DOLP=
Is − Ip

Is + Ip
, (2)

Fig. 2. Real- and momentum-space PL. Dispersed and binned real-space temperature-dependent PL of (a) sample 1 and (d) sample 2. X and T labels
denote the A:1s exciton and trion, respectively. Undispersed momentum-space PL imaging of (b) TE and (c) TM excitons in sample 1 at 10 K, and (e) TE
and (f ) TM excitons in sample 2 at 10 K. These emission maps correspond to the A:1s exciton PL peaks marked by the dashed frames in (a) and (d). The
arrows represent the linear polarization of the emission. The false-color scale bars represent the PL counts on each CCD pixel.

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.20716051
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Fig. 3. DOLP of A:1s exciton PL in momentum space of sample 1 and simulations. (a)–(c) Temperature-dependent DOLP at 10 K, 100 K, and 293 K.
The scale bar is linear with red (blue) colors marking positive (negative) values. The white parts with a scale of zero correspond to unpolarized emission
regions in momentum space. (d)–(g) DOLP values in (a) at different emission angles of 25◦, 20◦, 15◦, 10◦, and 5◦, which correspond to pixels on the circular
data-extraction paths with radii of in-plane wave vectors of 3.51 µm−1 [dashed circle in (a)], 2.85 µm−1, 2.15 µm−1, 1.44 µm−1, and 0.72 µm−1, respec-
tively. Dataset of 360 azimuthal angles (φ) are extracted for each selected emission angle. (h) Temperature dependence of the fitted DOLP amplitudes at
emission angle of 25◦. The error bars represent uncertainty from the fit procedure. (i) Calculations of the temperature-dependent DOLP that considers a
fully thermalized exciton distribution. The inset shows the relative occupation of A:1s excitons on the TM branch.

where Is and Ip are the s - and p-polarized PL intensities on each
CCD pixel, respectively, i.e., the PL intensity at each wave vector
(kx , ky ).

In Fig. 3(a), the DOLP diagram [calculated using the data
from Figs. 2(b) and 2(c)] of the freestanding MoSe2 monolayer
at 10 K explicitly shows the linearly polarized emission pattern in
momentum space. By using off-resonant pumping well above the
single-particle bandgap, we ensure that both exciton dispersion
branches are populated. Clearly, the amplitude of DOLP increases
with momentum and reaches maximum value at the largest emis-
sion angle. We convert (kx , ky ) into polar coordinates and extract
a DOLP dataset of 360 equally spaced pixels on circular paths
[dashed circle in Fig. 3(a)] with different radii that correspond
to different emission angles θ . The data are shown in Figs. 3(d)–
3(g) and Fig. S2. We then use a sine function to fit the fluctuating
DOLP amplitudes as a function of the azimuthal angle (see details
in Supplement 1). The amplitudes of the fitted DOLP of sample 1
at 10 K are 0.067 (25◦), 0.05 (22.5◦), 0.027 (20◦), 0.018 (17.5◦),
and 0.014 (15◦). The DOLP pattern starts to flatten out for emis-
sion angles below 10◦, and the amplitudes cannot be fitted out of
the noise level anymore. We attribute this k-dependent increase
of polarization to the fact that the splitting between TE and TM
excitons monotonically increases with momentum, and thus the
relative population between these branches should also encounter a
scaling with k.

It is also evident from Figs. 3(b) and 3(c) that the amplitude of
the DOLP drops with rising temperature and totally smears out
at a room temperature of 293 K, where the thermal activation of

excitons to higher energy and momentum states is much more
efficient, yielding an approximately equalized population of TE-
and TM-exciton branches. Figure 2(h) summarizes the fitted
temperature-dependent modulation of the DOLP amplitude at
the maximum collection angle, which decreases monotonically
and totally diminishes at 293 K.

To give further evidence for this conclusion, we consider a
thermal Boltzmann distribution fη(θ, T) of A:1s excitons on TE
and TM branches and calculate the PL intensity of each branch by
using the Elliot formula [45]

Iσ (θ, ω, T)=
2

~
∑
η

Im

[
fη(θ, T)|Mσ,ω

θ,η |
2

Eηθ − ~ω− i(γ ηθ + 0
η

θ (T))

]
. (3)

Here, σ = s , p represents the polarization indices, Eηθ is the exci-
ton resonant energy with η being the branch index of TE-TM
excitons, Mσ,ω

θ,η is the angle-dependent optical matrix element,
and γ ηθ and 0ηθ are the radiative decay rate and phonon scattering
rate, respectively. Then we use Eq. (2) to calculate the DOLP and
summarize the results in Fig. 3(i). The calculated DOLP increases
at high emission angles and low temperatures, which well captures
the qualitative trend in the temperature-dependent experiment.
However, the overestimation of the DOLP amplitude for low
temperatures (T < 100 K) in the Elliot model is probably due
to significant deviation of the exciton distribution in the realistic
sample from the thermalized Boltzmann model assumed above.
The inset of Fig. 3(i) also shows the calculated relative occupation
between TM and TE branches, which converges to one as the

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.20716051
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temperature increases. The occupations converge more rapidly
at lower measurement angles, as the splitting between the two
branches is smaller. Thus, the agreement between experiment and
theory is a strong indicator that the DOLP patterns of sample 1 at a
low temperature indeed result from the branch splitting of TE-TM
excitons induced by the exchange coupling.

As shown in Fig. 2(d), the encapsulation of the MoSe2 mono-
layer yields a substantial narrowing in its emission linewidth. To
assess its impact on PL polarization, we also plot in Figs. 4(a)–
4(c), the experimental results of the temperature-dependent
DOLP of sample 2 with the hBN encapsulated MoSe2 monolayer.
Surprisingly, we find that the fitted amplitude of DOLP at the
maximum emission angle is as high as∼17% at 10 K and reduces
only slightly with rising temperature [see Fig. 4(c)]. Indeed, the
amplitude drop of the DOLP in sample 2 has a smaller amplitude
of only ∼2% [see fitting results in Fig. S3(a)], which is in stark
contrast to the much stronger decline ∼6% in sample 1. This is
a clear sign that the dielectric screening effects, induced by hBN
encapsulation, significantly suppress the exchange interactions in
the TMDC monolayer.

The general enhancement of DOLP of exciton emission at
high angles is a direct consequence of the optical properties of the
hBN flakes in the van der Waals heterostructure: the low index
layer surrounding the active material effectively forms a cavity-like
structure, which impacts the light–matter coupling of TMDC
excitons. We argue that the strongly anisotropic dielectric proper-
ties of hBN, with refractive indices of 1.58 and 2.25, respectively,
for polarization parallel and perpendicular to the c axis are the
main cause for the very different DOLP properties of the encapsu-
lated sample. Due to this birefringence, the TE and TM excitons
couple differently to the surrounding dielectric resonator, and this
increases the TE-TM splitting and, thus, enhances the DOLP.
Since this effect comes from the structural properties of the sample,
it is not affected by the exciton distribution and therefore does
not reduce with temperature. Hence, an intrinsic ∼15% DOLP
pattern at the maximum collection angle can still survive up to
room temperature. We will show in the following section that
the experimental results on samples 2 are indeed consistent with
finite-difference time-domain (FDTD) simulations of the far-field
emission pattern that explicitly take the in-plane and out-of-plane
refractive indices of hBN into account.

C. Finite-Difference Time-Domain Simulations

A sketch of the setup of the 2D FDTD simulation of sample 2
is shown in Fig. 4(d). The MoSe2 monolayer is embedded in
hBN where the top hBN layer has a fixed thickness of 10 nm. The
refractive index of the MoSe2 monolayer is taken from Ref. [46].
The thickness of the bottom hBN layer is varied between 250 and
260 nm. The entire van der Waals heterostructure is placed on a
SiO2 (100 nm)/Si substrate. Perfectly matched layer boundary
conditions are applied to all boundaries of the simulation box,
which has a width of 20 µm and a height of 3.8 µm. A broadband
dipole source is used to impulsively excite the sample. The dipole
axis is rotated by 45◦ around the z axis. A field monitor is placed
600 nm above the sample surface and collects the emitted and
reflected, time-averaged fields. To account for the anisotropy of
hBN, its anisotropic, complex refractive index, taken from Ref.
[47], is incorporated into the FDTD simulations. To simulate the
cavity-like effect on the DOLP observed in the experiments, the
electric field components E s and E p are recorded as a function of

Fig. 4. DOLP of A:1s exciton PL in momentum space of sample 2
and FDTD simulations. (a)–(c) Experimental results of the temperature
dependence of DOLP at 10 K, 100 K, and 293 K. The scale bar is the same
as in Figs. 3(a)–3(c). (d) Structural setup of sample 2. FDTD simulations
of Is = |E s |

2 and Ip = |E p |
2, and DOLP at far field using (e) isotropic

and (f ) anisotropic hBN refractive indices. The shaded areas in the middle
signify the maximum collection angle of the objective. (g) Comparison of
DOLP as a function of the bottom hBN thickness (250 nm, 255 nm, and
260 nm), using anisotropic refractive indices.

the emission angle θ . The field components are recorded at a wave-
length of 800 nm, which is quite close to the exciton PL wavelength
at 796.5 nm in sample 2 at room temperature [see Fig. 2(d)]. From
these quantities, the DOLP is calculated according to Eq. (2),
where Ip = |E p |

2 and Is = |E s |
2.
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Figures 4(e) and 4(f ) compare the FDTD simulation results
using the isotropic and anisotropic refractive indices of the bottom
hBN layer with the same thickness of 260 nm. The electric field
intensities are all normalized to |E s |

2. We can see that the relative
amplitude of |E p |

2 differs in the isotropic and anisotropic cases
of the hBN layer, which is reasonable since the real part of the
out-of-plane refractive index n⊥ = 1.58 is significantly smaller
than the in-plane component n‖ = 2.25. In the isotropic case, the
DOLP has an amplitude of 0.072 at 25◦ (maximum collection
angle of our setup); however, it is increased to 0.162 when simu-
lated with the anisotropic refractive index of hBN. The calculated
DOLP as a function of the emission angle is perfectly consistent
with the six fitted experimental values shown as green triangles in
Fig. 4(f ). These values are fitted based on the data from Fig. 4(c)
[see details in Supplement 1, Fig. S3]. Using the anisotropic refrac-
tive index of hBN, in Fig. 4(g), we also calculate the DOLP as a
function of the bottom hBN thickness. When the thickness is
reduced, the amplitude of the DOLP also decreases, which signi-
fies the detuning effects when varying the cavity length (see also
Supplement 1, Section 6 for the FDTD simulations of the averaged
field intensities in the real space for 250 nm and 260 nm bottom
hBN thicknesses).

4. SUMMARY

By using angle-resolved PL microscopy, we explicitly measured a
maximum ∼6% linear polarization of TE-TM excitons in a free-
standing MoSe2 monolayer. The temperature and k-dependent
polarization result from the excitonic fine structure caused by the
inherent exchange interactions in TMDCs. We also elucidate a
pronounced effect of a hBN capping layer cavity on linear polari-
zation of the heterostructure, which is dominated by the intrinsic
optical birefringence (anisotropy) of hBN. The much enhanced
DOLP ∼17% in a hBN-encapsulated MoSe2 monolayer barely
changes with temperature, and it is perfectly consistent with our
FDTD simulations of the layered sample structure. Our findings
provide additional insights of the polarization properties of the 2D
van der Waals heterostructure, and will further facilitate the future
optoelectronic applications and quantum photonic devices based
on 2D materials that exploit their polarization properties.
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