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ABSTRACT
We present the electronics developed for a sensitive and stable atomic vector magnetometer used in low-field detections. These electronics
are required to be not only highly reliable and sophisticated for signal processing but also compact in size and low cost in resource consump-
tion for the purpose of miniaturization. In addition, this magnetometer works with multiple modulations, where the interferences between
harmonics of modulation fields often disturb the long-term measurements of the sensor. We work out a robust method to eliminate this
problem by choosing the modulation frequencies with separations to match the minimum response points of the low-pass filters used in the
demodulation processes. We validate the performance of the electronics and the frequency-selection scheme of the modulation fields with
corresponding experimental results.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0150256

I. INTRODUCTION

Due to high sensitivities and stabilities, optically pumped
atomic magnetometers have wide applications in fields, such as fun-
damental physics research,1,2 bio-imaging,3,4 geophysics surveys,5
and space science.6 Recently, we have developed a compact three-
axis atomic magnetometer for weak field detections.7 With the help
of Herriott cavities inside the atomic cell, this Rb magnetometer
works in a relatively low temperature (75 ○C), which is favorable
for measurement stability. This sensor has been demonstrated to
reach a noise level better than 45 fT/Hz1/2 at 1 Hz and measure-
ment stability better than 1.5 pT at an integration time of 104 s for all
three axes, even with the laser frequency free running. This level of
stability is comparable with the state-of-art scalar magnetometers,8
and this sensor provides an important step toward ultra-low field
calibration.

In previous demonstrations, the signal-processing electronics
for the aforementioned sensor are mostly commercial products. For
purposes of miniaturization and mobility, we need to develop com-
pact and high precision electronics to match the high performance of
the sensor. These home-made electronics can be applied to similar
atomic sensors that require signal demodulations and closed-loop
operations. In addition, since multiple modulation fields with differ-
ent frequencies are present when the sensor is working, the signals
in feedback loops have additional components from the interference
between harmonics of modulation fields, among which the low fre-
quency components have been identified to disturb the long-term
stability of the sensor. We have to carefully choose the modula-
tion frequencies in previous tests to get around this problem. This
has been a common problem for atomic magnetometers with mul-
tiple modulation fields, and we take the opportunity of building the
signal-processing electronics to work out a robust solution.
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In this paper, we demonstrate the signal-processing electronics
designed for the highly sensitive and stable three-axis atomic magne-
tometer and present a practical scheme to eliminate the interference
problem from the multiple modulation fields. Following this intro-
duction, Sec. II describes the working principle of the sensor, Sec. III
covers electronics design, Sec. IV presents the experimental results
on the performance of the developed electronics and the scheme to
solve the signal-interference problem, and Sec. V describes the work
following the development in this paper.

II. WORKING PRINCIPLE OF THE ATOMIC
MAGNETOMETER

The previously developed atomic magnetometer operates with
a zero-field level-crossing resonance scheme, and modulation fields
with frequencies of kHz and amplitude of 100 nT are applied to
the field coils.7 The atomic polarization P is described by the Bloch
equation,9

dP
dt
= 1

Q(P) [γeP × B − Rop(s − P) − RrelP], (1)

where γe is the electron gyromagnetic ratio, B is the external field,
Q(P) is the nuclear-spin slowing-down factor,9 Rop is the optical
pumping rate, s is the photon spin of the pump beam, and Rrel
is the atomic depolarization rate in the absence of the laser beam.
Suppose that the laser beam is along the z direction while the
modulation field Bm cos ωmt is applied to the x direction, the com-
ponent of the polarization along the laser beam direction modulated
at ωm is

Pz(ωm) =
γeBx,0Rop sin (ωmt)

R2
tot + (γeBx,0)2 J0(

γeBm

Q(P)ωm
)J1(

γeBm

Q(P)ωm
), (2)

where Bx,0 is the bias field along the x direction, Rtot = Rop + Rrel,
and J0 (J1) is the zero-order (first-order) Bessel function of the
first kind. The transmitted beam intensity can be expressed as
IO = ∑nan sin(nωmt + ϕn) with a1 proportional to Bx,0. By demodu-
lating the transmitted beam signal at the reference frequency of ωm,
we can extract the bias field along the x direction.

For a full three-axis field detection, the magnetometer contains
a cell with double orthogonal multipass cavities, each with a circu-
larly polarized pump beam injected in it (see Fig. 1). In addition,
modulation fields with different frequencies are applied along three
axes. Due to the non-orthogonality of the field coils and the non-
parallel propagation of the beam between the cavity mirrors, the
transmitted beam signal not only contains the harmonics of each
modulation frequency but also complicated beating results between
them. One possible consequence is that the beating signals of the
low harmonics of the modulation fields survive the demodulation
process and are fed back to the field coils. In this case, it is possi-
ble to reach a frequency match between multiple external fields and
result in a beating peak at ultra-low frequencies. Moreover, this peak
will be broadened due to various kinds of technique noise, and this
situation can seriously disturb the long-term stability of the sensor
as discussed in Ref. 7. It is one of the aims of this paper to work out
a solution to eliminating this problem.

FIG. 1. A picture of the cell used for the magnetometer, and the pump beams
injected into each cavity are split from the same beam.

III. ELECTRONICS DESIGN
The whole atomic magnetometer system consists of three

parts: the sensor head, the laser, and the signal-processing part, as
shown in Fig. 2. The latter two parts are connected with the sen-
sor head through the ports, such as photodiode (PD) detectors and
field coils. The signal-processing part needs to realize the closed-
loop operation of the sensor so that the bias field along each axis
around the cell is nulled constantly. The field programmable gate
array (FPGA, Xilinx Virtex-4 XC4VLX40) plays a central role in
electronics design. The data acquisition and parameter configura-
tions are implemented by communications between the personal
computer (PC) and the FPGA using the universal asynchronous
receiver/transmitter (UART) protocol. More details about the laser
and the electronics are described in the following subsections.

A. Laser power control
We use a fiber coupled distributed-Bragg-reflector (DBR) laser

diode (Photodigm, PH795DBR series) for the sensor. This version
of the light source is more compact compared with the free space
DBR laser diode (Photodigm, TO-8 package) used in the previous
work.7 While the power output from the DBR laser diode is stable
enough, the power of the beam coupled to the sensor head is subject
to disturbances from various sources.

As discussed in Refs. 7, we only need to control the laser power
in the sensor head every tens of seconds, so that the power cost of the
feedback system can be further reduced. A mechanical fiber attenu-
ator is suitable for this pulsed feedback scheme, where a screw is
used to change the attenuating factor. The signal from the power
monitor PD is amplified by a transimpedance amplifier (TIA) and
then digitized by a 12-bit ADC (ADC128S102). This digital signal is
compared with the set point by the FPGA, and the error signal is
used to drive a step motor to fine tune the screw of the fiber atten-
uator every 10 s. In this way, the beam power is constantly kept
within 1% inside the sensor head, which is enough for long term
field detection stability at the level of pT.

B. Signal processing
The signals for the modulation fields (Vm) are generated by

digital signal generators (DSG) of the FPGA, converted to analog
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FIG. 2. (a) The design of the atomic magnetometer, including the electronics for signal processing and laser power control. BPF: band-pass filter, DSG: digital signal
generator, LIA: lock-in amplifier, P: proportional controller, PD: photodiode detector, PI: proportional–integral controller, and TIA: trans-impedance amplifier. (b) A picture of
the board for signal-processing electronics.

signals by 18-bit DACs (LTC2756) with an update rate of 128 kHz,
and smoothed by a second-order band-pass filter (BPF). The input
modules of the signal-processing electronics first convert current
signals coming from two photodiodes that detect the transmitted
pump beams into voltage signals through TIAs. The information
that carries the first harmonics of the modulation fields is kept by
passing the signals through 4th-order BPFs. Then, the signals are
digitized by 24-bit ADCs (AD7768-1) with an update rate of 128 kHz
and are separately demodulated by three lock-in amplifiers (LIA)
inside the FPGA for the three sensitive axes of the sensor. These LIA
outputs are fed back to PI controllers whose outputs are converted
to analog signals by 18-bit DACs (LTC2756) with an update rate
of 500 Hz. The feedback signals (V fb) and the modulation signals
Vm are added together and sent to control the outputs of How-
land current sources,10 which are connected to the field coils of the
sensor.

The field resolution δBq of the magnetometer at each time of
data acquisition can be expressed as

δBq =
δVf b

Rref
Acoil, (3)

where Rref = 1 kΩ is the resistance of the conversion resistor used for
controlling the Howland current source output, Acoil ≈ 70 nT/mA is
the calibration factor of the field coils inside the sensor head, and
δV fb is the quantized resolution of the 18-bit DAC for V fb, which is
equal to (Vref+ − Vref−)/218 with Vref ,± = ±4.096 V as the reference
voltage of the DAC. The resulting field resolution is δBq ≈ 2 pT for
a single measurement event lasting for 2 ms, which is determined by
the update rate fs = 500 Hz of the DAC.

Suppose that the quantization error of the magnetometer is
uniformly distributed in the range of [-δBq/2,δBq/2], the resulted
average noise power is δB2

q/12. The spectral density of this noise is
∼26 fT/Hz1/2, which is one of the main contributions to the noise
floor of the magnetometer system. This technique noise can be

reduced by increasing Rref in Eq. (3). Here, both the quantization
noise from Vm and the thermal noise from the conversion resis-
tor are neglected because the components in the frequency range
we focus on have been filtered out for the former one while the
magnitude of the latter one is negligible.

C. Some detailed designs inside the FPGA
As mentioned in previous subsections, the control FPGA

implements the operations of DSGs, LIAs, and PI controllers, as
shown in Fig. 3. In this subsection, we add more details on these
operations.

Each modulation field and the reference signal of each LIA
are generated by DSG modules. A DSG module consists of a phase
module and a function generator (FG) module. The phase mod-
ule generates the phase output using an accumulator (AX). The FG
module generates a sinusoidal signal using the coordinate-rotation-
digital-computer (CORDIC) algorithm.11

For each LIA, the multiplication result of the input signal and
the reference signal is sent to a low-pass filter (LPF). In this work,
to reduce the cost of resources while maintaining the performance,
we use the cascaded-integrator-comb (CIC) LPFs.12 A CIC LPF is
effectively a recursive running average of a sample with a comb
separation of D, and its implementation only involves basic oper-
ations of summing and shifting when D is integer powers of 2. The
transfer function of an nth-order CIC LPF in the z-domain is

H(z) = ( 1
D

1 − z−D

1 − z−1 )
n

. (4)

In our case, we use a fifth-order (n = 5) CIC LPF with a sampling
rate of fs = 16 kHz and a comb separation of D = 32. The magni-
tude response of this LPF is shown in Fig. 4, where the zero-response
points appear at integer harmonics of fs/D.

Due to various reasons, there is a phase shift between the driv-
ing field and the response from the sensor head. This phase shift is
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FIG. 3. Some key operations inside the control FPGA. The dashed lines denote the signal processes to determine the optimized phase of the LIA while the sensor operates
in the open loop mode. The input of A and ω for DSG is the amplitude and frequency of the generated sinusoidal signals. AX: accumulator, FG: function generator, LPF:
low-pass filter, and MUX: multiplexer.

mainly dependent on the cell temperature and the frequency of the
driving field. Therefore, we treat this phase shift as a constant once
the cell temperature and driving field parameters are fixed. Such a
shift for the measurement result of each axis is calibrated by sending
two bias fields B1 and B2 to the field coils along this axis while the
sensor is running in the open loop mode. The phase shift is extracted
using the in-phase and out-of-phase outputs of LIA (see Fig. 3). We
then use a multiplexer (MUX) to select the correct offset phase calcu-
lated from the measurement result for the phase AX to compensate
for the aforementioned phase shift. This operation is automatically
performed after the startup of FPGA to assure that the sensor works
with the best sensitivity in the following measurements. Then the
feedback loop is closed, where digital position-form PI controllers

FIG. 4. Magnitude response of a 5th-order CIC LPF with a sampling rate of 16 kHz
and a comb separation of D = 32.

are used. Suppose that a set of data (e) is sent to such a PI con-
troller with a set-point at zero and kp (ki) is the coefficient of the
proportional (integral) part, the output data u from this controller is

u(m) = kpe(m) + ki

m

∑
k=0

e(k)

= u(m − 1) + k0e(m) − k1e(m − 1), (5)

where k0 = kp + ki and k1 = kp. The digital PI outputs are recorded
by the PC as the magnetometer measurement results.

FIG. 5. Comparisons of the sensor sensitivity in the x axis for two choices of mod-
ulation frequencies ( fm). The frequency choice 1 corresponds to f1 = 1.875 kHz,
f2 = 2.375 kHz, and f3 = 2.875 kHz. Choice 2 corresponds to f1 = 1.57 kHz,
f2 = 2.07 kHz, and f3 = 3.07 kHz.
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IV. EXPERIMENT RESULTS
As shown in Fig. 4, the zero-magnitude response points of

the CIC LPF used in this work distribute at harmonics of 500 Hz.
We make use of this property by choosing the modulation field
frequencies ( f1, f2,, and f3 in the ascending order) so that their
separations match the zero-response frequencies of the CIC LPF.
In this way, we can eliminate the maximum amount of the beating
signals between the first harmonics of the modulation frequencies
in the LIA output. Otherwise, some parts of these beating signals
would survive the LPF, enter the field coils as real fields, and gen-
erate low frequency noise from further interferences as explained
in Sec. II.

This frequency-selection scheme turns out to be a simple and
robust method to suppress the signal-interference problem. How-
ever, special care is needed to avoid the case f2 − f1 = f3 − f2. In
this case, although the CIC LPF eliminates the beating signal from
two of the modulation fields in the feedback loop, a higher order
beating peak appears at zero Hz, which can not be eliminated by
the CIC LPF. Similar to the discussions in Sec. II, this zero peak
will be broadened due to technique noise, and it leads to a higher
level of noise at low frequency domain. This is confirmed by the
experimental results in Fig. 5, which compares the sensor sensitiv-
ity in two cases, one with f2 − f1 = f3 − f2 and the other one with
f2 − f1 = ( f3 − f2)/2.

FIG. 6. Plot (a) is the sensor sensitivity plot for a 10-h-long magnetometer data.
Plot (b) is the Allan deviation results of the measurement results in plot (a).

The frequencies of the modulation fields for the sensor are
set at f1 = 1.57 kHz, f2 = 2.07 kHz, and f3 = 3.07 kHz. With a
cell temperature of 75 ○C, electronics parameters set to limit the
sensor bandwidth as 30 Hz, and the aforementioned pulsed laser-
power controller on, we record measurement results of the sensor for
10 hours using the signal-processing electronics developed in this
work. The frequency-domain and time-domain analyses of the
recorded data are shown in Figs. 6(a) and 6(b), respectively. The field
sensitivity is better than 40 fT/Hz1/2 at 1 Hz for all three axes, and the
bump around 1 mHz is caused by the instability of the cell tempera-
ture, which is controlled based on a T-type thermal couple. The drift
of the measurement results is less than 1 pT with an integration time
of 104 s for each axis. These sensor performances are on the same
level as, if not better than, the results in Ref. 7.

V. OUTLOOK
The ultimate miniaturization of the magnetometer system

requires the development of home-made compact and precision
electronics for laser control, which mainly include the control of the
temperature and current of the laser diode. We have finished the
preliminary designs of both controllers and separately tested their
performance. We will integrate these laser control electronics with
the FPGA-based signal-processing electronics in the following work.
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