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Abstract
An array of 21 first-order gradiometers based on zero-field optically-pumped
magnetometers is demonstrated for use in magnetoencephalography. Sensors are
oriented radially with respect to the head and housed in a helmet with moveable
holders which conform to the shape of a scalp. Our axial gradiometers have a baseline
of 2 cm and reject laser and vibrational noise as well as common-mode
environmental magnetic noise. The median sensitivity of the array is 15.4 fT/Hz1/2,
measured in a human-sized magnetic shield. All magnetometers are operated
independently with negative feedback to maintain atoms at zero magnetic field. This
yields higher signal linearity and operating range than open-loop operation and a
measurement system that is less sensitive to systematic and ambient magnetic fields.
All of the system electronics and lasers are compacted into one equipment rack
which offers a favorable outlook for use in clinical settings.

Keywords: Magnetometer; Atomic; Laser sensors; Quantum sensors; Optical
instruments; Micro-optical devices; Spin-exchange relaxation-free (SERF);
Magnetoencephalography (MEG); Optically-pumped magnetometer (OPM)

1 Introduction
Measuring DC magnetic fields with high precision is important for biomedical imaging
applications such as magnetoencephalography (MEG) [1]. Neuronal signals inside the
brain create small magnetic fields that penetrate the skull largely undisturbed and these
fields can be detected by an array of sensitive magnetometers placed centimeters to mil-
limeters from the surface of the scalp. Reconstruction algorithms can use the combined
magnetometer data to create 3D current density maps with high spatial and timing reso-
lution [2, 3].

Superconducting Quantum Interference Devices (SQUIDs) have become the predom-
inant tool for MEG applications [4, 5], where roughly 300 low-temperature SQUID sen-
sors are placed into a head-shaped liquid helium dewar. Over the last 10 years, optically-
pumped magnetometers (OPMs), relying on alkali atoms in vapor cells, have emerged
as one possible alternative. The non-cryogenic nature is one attractive feature of OPMs,
which not only eliminates the need for frequent replenishing of helium, but also allows for
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conformal placement of the sensors within millimeters of the scalp, independent of head
size and shape. A series of simulation studies predicted clear improvements in signal-to-
noise ratio of OPMs compared to SQUIDs due to the closer proximity, despite the higher
noise floor of OPMs [6–9].

Zero-field OPMs are of special interest to MEG due to their low noise floor when operat-
ing in the Spin-Exchange Relaxation-Free (SERF) regime [10, 11]. When the rate of atomic
spin-exchange collisions exceeds the Larmor precession rate, the atomic decoherence due
to spin exchange is eliminated, resulting in a narrow atomic resonance. Operating in this
regime requires low ambient DC magnetic fields, lending itself to the MEG application,
where high-quality images necessitate a high degree of magnetic shielding to reject envi-
ronmental noise. Currently, SQUID systems require magnetically-shielded rooms (MSRs)
to house large dewar systems while OPM arrays can be contained inside of small cylin-
drical shields that are more cost-effective and provide a higher degree of ambient field
rejection than MSRs.

Building off of previous designs [12–15], we demonstrate a multichannel OPM system
capable of synchronously operating 48 microfabricated SERF magnetometers in an ar-
ray of 24 radial first-order gradiometers. Several MEG recordings have been published to
date with conformal OPM arrays with more than 10 channels [13, 16–19]. While most
OPM arrays consist of magnetometers, a system of planar gradiometers, measuring both
transverse components of the magnetic field, has been developed by the Sandia group
[16, 17, 20]. In contrast, the gradiometers in this work measure the radial component and
radial gradient with a 2 cm baseline and can be adjusted such that their position conforms
to the shape of a human head. To our knowledge, this is the first demonstration of this
kind in an array configuration with OPMs.

Our gradiometer layout allows the suppression of noise induced by the laser and optical
fibers, as well as common-mode environmental magnetic noise. In addition, we operate
each magnetometer in closed-loop mode whereby the open-loop magnetometer output
is fed back onto a Helmholtz coil pair to keep the alkali atoms at zero field [21]. This pro-
vides a number of performance enhancements over open-loop OPM systems, including
increased common-mode rejection ratios of the gradiometers [12], higher signal linearity
and robustness to magnetic drift, and an increased dynamic range.

2 Methods
2.1 Gradiometer design
Our magnetic gradiometer design contains two microfabricated 87Rb vapor cells, sepa-
rated center-to-center by 2 cm [12]. The distance between the tip of each sensor and the
center of the cell closest to the scalp is roughly 4 mm.

A single 795 nm (1-2 mW) laser beam, delivered to the sensor via a polarization-
maintaining fiber, is linearly polarized and collimated to 2 mm before being split by a
50/50 beam splitter and sent through two 87Rb vapor cells. Each beam is circularly polar-
ized with a quarter-wave plate before the vapor cell to polarize the 87Rb atomic spins. The
light transmitted through each cell contains magnetic field information as seen by the al-
kali atoms and is detected by a photodiode. Two single-mode fibers deliver 1540 nm light
to each cell, which heat the 87Rb vapor cells to approximately 150°C.

Each vapor cell has an inner volume of 3 × 3 × 2 mm3 and is made from a silicon rim
anodically bonded to borosilicate glass windows on the front and back. A color filter is
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Figure 1 (a) Photograph of the magnetic gradiometer. (b) Plot of laser paths inside sensor. The pump/probe
laser/fiber is shown in red and heat laser/fiber is shown in green. 87Rb cells are separated by a baseline of 2 cm

glued to the outside of each window to absorb the 1540 nm light for vapor cell heating
[22] while passing the pump/probe light at 795 nm. Each cell contains a droplet of 87Rb
and about 1 amg of N2 to act as a buffer gas and to prevent radiation trapping. The vapor
cell is embedded in a microfabricated vacuum package, suspended on a web of polyimide
to minimize conductive heat losses [23] and to prevent subject discomfort due to excess
heat, while maintaining a short standoff distance of 4 mm. Each cell requires 150–200 mW
of 1540 nm light to maintain an optimal vapor density.

A flexible PCB wrapped around each sensor contains traces for four magnetic field coils:
one Helmholtz pair along the sensor axis for each cell to control field offsets and to provide
lock-in modulation fields in the measurement direction (z direction in Fig. 1(b)) and two
saddle coils to provide a common field offset to both cells in the transverse directions
(x and y directions in Fig. 1(b)).

2.2 Gradiometer array design
An 80 mW diode laser [24] delivers light at 795 nm through a 1 × 24 polarization-
maintaining (PM) fiber splitter to a maximum of 24 gradiometers and is responsible for
pumping/probing the 87Rb D1 line. Forty-eight pigtailed 1540 nm laser diodes, necessary
to heat the 48 87Rb cells through absorption by colored glass glued to each cell [15], are
mounted on PCBs designed to fit in a 19-inch rack (Fig. 2(a)). The output power of each
laser diode is controlled independently by a feedback loop to keep the temperature of
each cell constant. This is achieved by monitoring the 795 nm DC power that is transmit-
ted through the vapor cell which can be controlled by changing the absorption of the 87Rb
vapor by adjusting the 1540 nm power. Due to the good thermal isolation of the cell in-
side the vacuum package, thermal time constants are around 10 seconds. This eliminates
concern for temperature drifts in the lab and kinks in the heat fiber.
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Figure 2 (a) MEG electronics rack: the 1 × 24 PM fiber splitter splits laser output for pump/probe and 48
pigtailed laser diodes provide light for vapor cell heating. An uninterruptible power supply provides power to
entire rack. (b) Human-sized magnetic shield and bed setup with mounted 3D-printed helmet for holding
OPMs

Twenty-four electronics control boards [25] generate and receive signals for each sen-
sor, as well as process the magnetometer signals. Sinusoidal magnetic modulation fields
at 1.77 kHz are applied to each magnetometer via Helmholtz coils for lock-in detection.
The electronics boards also send DC current to Helmholtz and saddle coils to control the
individual offset fields (in three directions) on each sensor. Each board also receives two
magnetometer photodiode signals which are amplified and mixed in digital lock-in ampli-
fiers to generate the open-loop magnetometer outputs. These outputs are then fed back
to adjust the current to the Helmholtz coils, which locks the magnetometer signals to the
zero-crossing of the magnetic resonance. These feedback current signals are direct repre-
sentations of the fields seen by the atoms and are operated independently for both cells in
each gradiometer. Signals are recorded with an array of 24-bit DAQs at a sample rate of
5 kS/s. The 1.77 kHz modulation of all sensors is synchronized to a master signal to avoid
beat signals in the data.

The two heat fibers, a PM fiber, and a shielded cable with electrical inputs and outputs
extend 6 m so sensor heads and the control electronics can be spatially separated to allow
telemetric measurements with minimal magnetic interference from the rack.

3 Results and discussion
3.1 System performance
Gradiometers suppress correlated noise, including laser frequency and intensity noise,
fiber polarization noise, and common-mode magnetic noise. The pump/probe light is de-
livered to each sensor via a polarization-maintaining fiber, which picks up a large amount
of mechanical noise due to fiber movement. Some of the mode-competition noise can
be suppressed by modulating the laser frequency at 1 MHz, which helps to average out
the index changes due to mechanical fluctuations. We have previously shown that the
common-mode rejection ratio of the gradiometers increased from 70 to 500–1000, by
operating under negative feedback [12]. This is due to much lower drifts of the magnetic
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Figure 3 Sensor performance when measured individually inside a magnetically well-shielded environment
with good vibration isolation

calibration factors of each of the two magnetometer arms. Open-loop scale factors depend
on laser and cell parameters as well as the magnetic field environment, while closed-loop
scale factors largely depend on the coil geometry only.

First, the noise floors of all magnetometers and gradiometers were individually mea-
sured inside a table-top magnetic shield. Figure 3 shows a histogram of sensor sensitivity
values, measured as the average magnetic field equivalent noise between 10–50 Hz for
magnetometers (red) and gradiometers (blue). For easier direct comparison with the mag-
netometer, we are showing gradiometer noise in units of fT/Hz1/2 (gradiometer noise in
fT/cm/Hz1/2 × 2 cm baseline). A synthetic gradiometer built out of two magnetometers,
each having an uncorrelated noise floor of 10 fT/Hz1/2 in a noiseless homogenous field is
expected to have a gradiometer noise of

√
2 × 10 fT/Hz1/2, independent of the baseline,

since the noise of the two magnetometers adds in quadrature.
Nevertheless, it can be seen from Fig. 3 that the OPM gradiometers perform better

than the OPM magnetometers. This is largely due to additional noise on the light of the
pump/probe fiber, which is suppressed by the gradiometers. It can also be seen that the
gradiometers all have noise floors of 7 fT/cm/Hz1/2 × 2 cm = 14 fT/Hz1/2 of lower, some as
low as 10 fT/Hz1/2. This implies that the individual magnetometers support a sensitivity of
7 fT/Hz1/2 (since the noise of both magnetometers add in quadrature) in a small sensitive
volume of 3 × 3 × 2 mm3, which is consistent with our previous results [26].

After individual testing, the gradiometers were assembled into an array driven by one
common pump/probe laser. The system was placed onto a helmet-shaped holder inside a
human-sized cylindrical shield can consisting of 2 layers of mu-metal, of diameters 86 cm
and 97 cm respectively, and 2 layers of aluminum (shown in Fig. 2). Figure 4 shows the
simultaneous averaged sensitivity of 42 magnetometers in comparison with 21 gradiome-
ters. Note that the system is capable of supporting 24 gradiometers (48 magnetometers)
but we only had 21 pairs of OPMs available at the time of this measurement. This is due
mainly to the fact that our first iteration of vacuum-packaged cells resulted in some cells
whose vacuum seal degraded such that the light from the 1540 nm diodes was not suffi-
cient to heat the vapor into the SERF regime.
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Figure 4 Magnetic noise baseline for 21 gradiometers and their constituent magnetometers in a
human-sized shield

Figure 5 Histogram of number of cells as a function of detuning of the resonance frequency of the cells with
respect to a pure Rb cell

The gradiometer sensitivity ranged from 10–24 fT/Hz1/2, with a median of 15.4 fT/Hz1/2,
averaged from 10–50 Hz in the human-sized shield. Evoked responses typically have signal
strengths of several hundred fT and up to several pT at the scalp, which are not only well
above the noise floor of our system but are also detectable by sensors several cm away from
the source. The gradiometer signals remain relatively flat, excluding a large vibrational
noise peak between 40–80 Hz that the magnetometers exhibit. The system is located in
a very mechanically and magnetically noisy environment and the shield is only slightly
passively vibration-isolated from the ground.

The degradation of the array performance as compared to that of the individual gra-
diometers was caused by the use of one common pump/probe laser. Variations in the
nitrogen buffer gas pressure of each cell led to a slightly different atomic resonance fre-
quency spanning 10 GHz, as can be seen in Fig. 5. The cells were paired into gradiometers
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with similar pressures to match the FM-AM noise conversion of the two cells to reduce
this noise source. The pump/probe light was tuned to an average frequency of 377.095
THz. This sacrificed about 10% sensitivity for those cells where the pump/probe laser and
resonant frequency were mismatched.

The setup was complicated by an unequal pump/probe power split delivered by the 1 ×
24 fiber splitter to each gradiometer. Because the sensors were assembled by hand, some
of the beam paths were better aligned than others and so required less pump/probe power
to perform optimally. Gradiometers requiring more power were paired with higher-power
splitter ports and those requiring less power were paired with lower-power ports. This left
some gradiometers with less-than-ideal power which also led to a decrease in sensitivity.

3.2 Operation in a high-field environment
Another relevant test of sensor performance is its operating range. Many magnetic shields
have residual magnetic fields and gradients present, which presents a problem for SERF
magnetometers. The four on-board coils in each of our sensors are integral in compensat-
ing for excess fields to keep the atomic vapor operating in the SERF regime.

To test the DC dynamic range of the OPM sensors, one gradiometer was placed into
a 4-layer mu-metal shield with one pair of Helmholtz coils along cylindrical shield can
axis and two pairs of saddle coils in the transverse directions to control offset fields in-
side of the shield. (Fig. 6(a)). DC fields were applied to one of three large external offset
coils embedded in the shield. The sensor then compensated for these fields with its on-
board Helmholtz and saddle coils. In the sensitive direction (z-direction), a field offset of
up to 80 nT was compensated for with the two on-sensor Helmholtz coils without notice-
able degradation of the gradiometer performance. Current fluctuations in the offset coils
caused global magnetic fluctuations which were common to both magnetometers and sub-

Figure 6 (a) Diagram of setup to test sensor operating range. A gradiometer is placed in a 4-layer mu-metal
shield with Helmholtz coils to provide magnetic field along cylindrical shield can axis and two saddle coils to
provide field in the transverse directions. Helmholtz and saddle coils embedded in the sensor compensate for
DC fields from the shield’s coils. Sensitivity as a function of (b) the transverse field offset, parallel to
pump/probe laser, (c) the transverse field offset, orthogonal to laser and sensitive direction, and (d) the field
offset in sensitive direction
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tracted in the gradiometer signal. Saddle coils shared between the two magnetometers
making up the gradiometer compensated for the field offsets in the two transverse direc-
tions (x and y). As the field was increased, the on-board saddle coils could not compensate
for this field uniformly and so could not simultaneously null the field across the two va-
por cells. At 70 nT transverse field, a degradation of the gradiometer sensitivity of 50% was
measured. This is due mainly to the broadening of the magnetic resonance line as the high
magnetic field transitions the atomic vapor out of the SERF regime. Independent control
of the transverse fields across each magnetometer, for example, with independent saddle
coil pairs around each cell, would reduce the inhomogeneity and improve performance at
larger offset fields.

3.3 Closed-loop operation
The OPM sensors are operated in a closed feedback loop, where the internal field is contin-
uously zeroed and the magnetometer outputs represent the coil-generated fields required
to compensate the ambient fields. The two field readings (one per OPM in each sensor) are
digitally subtracted to form the gradiometer output. Operating under negative feedback
yields a better response linearity with increasing magnetic signal amplitude. In open-loop
mode, by contrast, the atomic response becomes nonlinear at a few nanotesla as atoms are
driven near the edges of the atomic resonance. In closed-loop mode, the lock-in output
signal is fed back on the Helmholtz coils, keeping the atoms at zero field and in the center
of the resonance.

To demonstrate the superiority of closed-loop operation, we placed one of our gra-
diometers in the same 4-layer mu-metal shield as in the previous section and applied a
30 Hz magnetic signal of various amplitudes via the shield’s Helmholtz coils. In closed-
loop mode, the relation between measured and actual magnetic signal amplitude remains
linear (with a deviation from ideal linearity of <10%) even in the presence of signals >10 nT.
In comparison, deviation of 10% from ideal linearity is surpassed already at a 5 nT signal
field in open-loop mode (see Fig. 7). While the closed-loop operation increased the lin-
earity, we still measure a significant degradation at larger signal fields. This region could
be expanded further with more gain in the feedback loops.

Operation under negative feedback is a robust measurement technique which improves
functionality in a non-ideally shielded environment. Scale factors for closed-loop OPMs
are more stable than open-loop scale factors since they depend predominantly on the
Helmholtz coil geometry. Closed-loop OPMs require a single calibration and magnetic

Figure 7 Linearity of magnetometer response. (a) Magnetometer response in open-loop and closed-loop
mode as field modulation amplitude increases. (b) Fractional deviation of open/closed loop magnetometers
in (a) from the ideal linearity (black line)
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field readings remain stable despite drifts in laser and cell parameters and the external
magnetic field environment. This is due to the fact that, even though the lock-in signal
slope changes (which impacts open-loop calibration factors), the zero-field point does not
change. Thus, any external fields can be zeroed using the Helmholtz coils, whose calibra-
tion factor does not change.

In our closed-loop operation the bandwidth of the gradiometers is decreased from
230 Hz (in open-loop mode) to 150 Hz due to the increased latency of the electronics.
We believe that this is not a fundamental issue but highlights a specific limitation of our
electronics and feedback implementation. Because of the addition of transfer function
poles introduced by the feedback, the latency increases. This can be remedied by addi-
tional zeros and poles designed specifically to increase bandwidth (i.e., decrease rise time
in response to a unit step).

When operating under negative feedback, cross-talk between magnetometers becomes
a larger concern. Increasing the density of magnetometers reduces the error in magnetic
source localization for MEG. However, as the distance between magnetometers decreases,
the modulating coils from one sensor start to influence the measurements of nearby sen-
sors [27]. To address this problem in hardware, we have developed more sophisticated
feedback coils than a simple Helmholtz geometry and have reduced the crosstalk from 8%
to 0.8% at the closest possible sensor spacing of 1.25 cm and from 2% to 0.1% between the
two magnetometers that constitute a gradiometer with 2 cm spacing [28]. This has not yet
been implemented in this array but is a crucial next step in advancing OPM-based MEG
technology.

4 Conclusion
We have developed a measurement system capable of supporting 24 gradiometers
(48 magnetometers) and can perform high-sensitivity measurements for magnetoen-
cephalography in a poorly-shielded and noisy environment. This is the first demonstration
of a system designed for MEG based on OPMs to employ gradiometers arrayed radially,
which allows for the rejection of systematic noise to a large degree. Despite a 10 GHz
spread in cell resonance frequencies and considerable laser and mechanical noise, our
gradiometers were able to consistently operate with noise floors below 25 fT/Hz1/2 with a
median of 15.4 fT/Hz1/2 in a magnetic shield equipped for human trials.

We have shown that operating all magnetometers in closed-loop mode allows for a bet-
ter signal linearity and increased dynamic range at the cost of bandwidth. Constant feed-
back also yields a measurement system that is more robust to ambient field drift and sys-
tematic changes that degrade calibration factors in open-loop operation.

These developments are especially important for researchers and technicians who do
not have access to high-cost passively shielded rooms in which to acquire MEG images.
The room-temperature nature of OPMs obviates any need for a liquid Helium dewar sys-
tem and gives considerably more flexibility for sensor placement. Recent developments
in coil design will also allow for denser magnetometer arrays and better current source
localization in the brain as compared to state-of-the-art SQUID MEG systems.
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