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A laser-based scheme allows cooling of molecules down to their lowest electronic, vibrational, and
rotational state.
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Laser-cooled atomic vapors have enabled research at
the frontiers of physics for more than three decades,
with a profound impact on precision spectroscopy, atomic
clocks, and the study of Bose-Einstein condensates. The
laser cooling process relies on a cycling transition in
which millions of photons are absorbed or emitted be-
tween two energy levels of an atom, transferring momen-
tum between the atom and the photons. By carefully
tuning the laser close to an atomic resonance, the result-
ing momentum kick can be used to slow the atoms and
take away their heat. It is natural to ask whether laser
cooling can be generalized to molecules. The availabil-
ity of ensembles of ultracold molecules (ultracold refers to
an average kinetic energy corresponding to a temperature
T < 1 millikelvin) would enable new types of quantum
gases, high-sensitivity measurements of fundamental con-
stants, novel molecular clocks, and applications ranging
from quantum computing to quantum chemistry.

Many of the characteristics that make cold molecules
interesting derive from their complex internal structure,
which can lead to a much richer phenomenology than for
atoms. Unfortunately, this same structure may also be a
liability, preventing the use of conventional laser cooling
schemes. This occurs because in molecules it is difficult
to single out two isolated levels. Once excited, molecules
often decay to a vibrationally and rotationally excited
state, from which they can no longer interact with the
same laser field. Writing in Physical Review Letters, Isam
Manai at the Laboratoire Aimé Cotton, France, and col-
leagues report on the culmination of their long-standing
research efforts to cool (T ∼ 300 microkelvin) molecules
with lasers to the electronic, rotational, and vibrational
ground state [1].

Through the mid-to-late 1990s, the belief that laser
cooling of molecules would not be practical led most
groups to focus on other approaches, e.g., using cryogenic
techniques or slowing polar molecules in electric fields via
the Stark effect. Though often effective, these methods

could not access the ultracold regime of sub-millikelvin
temperatures. But in 1997, laser-based cooling was back
in the limelight when the group in Orsay presented a
startling result: rather than directly cooling thermal
molecules, ultracold molecules could be produced by pho-
toassociation (i.e., laser-driven association) of previously
cooled atoms. By this technique, the group demonstrated
that molecular dimers of Cs2 could be readily created
at T ∼ 300 microkelvin in a magneto-optical trap [2].
Within months, ultracold Rb2 and K2 molecules were
created using a similar approach [3]. While these were
impressive results, such molecules, kinetically quite cold,
were “internally” hot: they were not necessarily in the
electronic ground state and, more importantly, they were
mostly in excited vibrational (quantum number v) and
rotational (quantum number J) states. Simply put, the
challenge of creating molecules that were both kinetically
and internally cold remained unanswered.
Several approaches were proposed to solve this prob-

lem. Researchers explored different photoassociation
pathways and methods to transfer population of pho-
toassociated molecules from highly excited rotational-
vibrational states to the ground state (v = 0, J = 0).
Sage et al.[4] formed RbCs molecules by photoassocia-
tion and then forced some of them into the vibrational
ground state using stimulated emission [4]. In an elegant
experiment at JILA in Boulder [5], ultracold atoms were
magneto-associated into molecules, and then transferred
into the ground state using a coherent Raman process
involving a complex frequency-comb-based laser system.
However, such methods are cumbersome and—perhaps
with the exception of the experiment at JILA—could
only create very diluted samples of cold molecules.
To develop simpler and more efficient schemes for

rotational-vibrational cooling, researchers turned to the
original ideas of Albert Kastler, who in 1950 was the
first to propose cooling by optical pumping, an approach
he named “luminorefrigeration.” Kastler suggested that,
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FIG. 1: Scheme for the simultaneous vibrational and rota-
tional cooling of a molecule. A broadband femtosecond pulse,
whose spectrum has been cut at the high-energy side, excites
all vibrational states but the ground state (v = 0, which re-
mains “dark”). As the excited state spontaneously decays,
the molecular population relaxes towards v = 0 and, through
many pumping cycles, it accumulates there and the sample
cools vibrationally. Rotational cooling is achieved by pump-
ing with a narrow-band, continuous-wave (CW) laser diode.
The laser frequency is swept to excite in succession the low-
est 10 excited rotational states, leaving the rotational ground
state unperturbed. Following laser excitation, the molecules
relax towards J = 0 through spontaneous decay. (APS/Alan
Stonebraker)

within the hyperfine manifold of an atomic system, op-
tical pumping could be used to bring the atomic system
into the lowest energy states [6]. His idea was that the
population in higher-lying states could be excited and
then made to decay preferentially into a ground state
that is “dark,” i.e., not accessible by the optical excita-
tion. The energy of atoms in excited states would thus
be radiated away as light. Kastler’s idea is at the basis
of deep cooling in optical molasses in which atoms are
slowed at the intersection of six laser beams, one of the
most widely used atom-cooling schemes. How can a sim-
ilar principle based on optical pumping allow the cooling
of the vibrational and rotational degree of freedom?

In 2008, the Orsay group took the first step by solv-
ing the vibrational part of the problem [7]. Their ap-
proach was to take advantage of the broad spectrum of
short laser pulses. The authors carefully shaped the spec-
trum of a train of 100-femtosecond laser pulses, cutting
away its high-energy side. This ensured that the pulses
could not excite the v = 0 vibrational level (it would be
“dark”), while exciting all other (v 6= 0) vibrational lev-
els from the electronic ground state into an electronic ex-
cited state. As the excited state spontaneously decayed,
a fraction of the population would decay to v = 0 and,
eventually, through many pumping cycles, the popula-
tion would accumulate there and the sample would cool
vibrationally (see Fig. 1). In the laboratory, this worked
wonderfully well. About 65% of the population in the
ten lowest vibrational states was cooled into the ground
state in only a few tens of microseconds.

Addressing rotational cooling required solving another
challenge. The vibrational cooling experiments of Wakim
et al.[8], also based on optical pumping, showed that
the rotational and vibrational degrees of freedom of the
molecules could not be manipulated independently. As
the molecules decayed from the excited electronic state,
they did not necessarily return to the same rotational
states from which they started. This resulted in the
spreading of the rotational state population to higher ro-
tational quantum numbers. In other words, while cooling
vibrationally, some rotational heating was taking place.
The realization of this important point was key to find-
ing a solution for simultaneous rotational and vibrational
cooling.
The Orsay group observed that rotational-vibrational

cooling by impulsive laser schemes was not feasible. Vi-
brational cooling was enabled by the large vibrational en-
ergy level splittings, which allows tailoring a laser pulse
capable of exciting a range of vibrational levels while cre-
ating a dark state for v = 0. In contrast, rotational
levels are closely spaced, in particular for a heavy-atom
diatomic molecule such as Cs2. Creating a spectral cutoff
capable of making the rotational-vibrational ground state
(v = 0, J = 0) a dark state for a short pump pulse would
be impossible. The authors’ insight was to introduce in-
stead a narrow-band, continuous-wave diode laser as an
additional pumping laser. Since rotational levels are not
equispaced [they scale as J(J + 1)], the laser frequency
was swept to excite in succession the lowest ten excited
rotational states (J = 1 to 10) that were of importance
in the initial, rotationally hot distribution. The combina-
tion of laser excitation and spontaneous decay drove the
population from the high-lying rotational states down to
J = 0, much in the way one sweeps dust on a stair-
case from the top step, step-by-step to the bottom (see
Fig. 1). By combining vibrational pumping with rota-
tional cooling, ∼ 40% of the cold molecule population was
transferred to the absolute ground state (v = 0, J = 0)
within ∼ 100 microseconds.
What is particularly elegant about the approach of

Manai et al. is that it exploits exactly the pro-
cess that was thought to preclude laser cooling of
molecules—optical pumping. It remains to be seen how
dense and large of an ensemble can be created using this
scheme. Other competing approaches such as that pio-
neered at JILA will surely be explored, although their
complexities are quite daunting when compared to the
relatively simple scheme based on optical pumping. An
important challenge will be to extend the Orsay approach
to more complex molecular systems such as polar (het-
eronuclear) molecules. The availability of rotationally-
vibrationally cold molecules may find intriguing appli-
cations in the test of one of the predictions of theories
beyond the standard model of particle theory: a nonzero
electron electric dipole moment (EDM). It has been spec-
ulated that the EDM could be detected from signatures
in molecular spectra [9] if they could be measured with
sufficient precision under conditions only achievable in
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ultracold molecules sitting in their rotational and vibra-
tional ground state.
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