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Digital holographic (DH) microscopy has grown into a powerful nondestructive technique for real-time study of living
cells including dynamic membrane changes and cell fluctuations in nanometer and sub-nanometer scales. The con-
ventional DH microscopy configurations require a separately generated coherent reference wave that results in a low
phase stability and a necessity to precisely adjust the intensity ratio between two overlapping beams. In this work, we
present a compact, simple and very stable common-path DH microscope, employing a self-referencing configuration.
The microscope is implemented by a diode laser as the source and a Fresnel biprism for splitting and recombining the
beams simultaneously. In the overlapping area, linear interference fringes with high contrast are produced. The fre-
quency of the interference pattern could be easily adjusted by displacement of the biprism along the optical axis without
decrease in fringe contrast. To evaluate the validity of the method, the spatial noise and temporal stability of the setup
are compared with the common off-axis DH microscope based on Mach-Zehnder interferometer (MZI). It is shown that
the proposed technique has low mechanical noise as well as superb temporal stability with sub-nanometer precision
without any external vibration isolation. The higher temporal stability improves the capabilities of the microscope for
studying micro-objects fluctuations, particularly in the case of biological specimens. Experimental results are presented
using red blood cells (RBCs) and silica microspheres to demonstrate the system performance.

PACS numbers: 42.30.Rx, 42.40.Kw, 42.62.Be, 87.15.Ya

Quantitative phase imaging (QPI) is an efficient method
that enables to record the entire complex optical wavefront
of object relying on the principle of interferometry.1–3 Dig-
ital holographic (DH) microscopy is a non-destructive QPI
method for investigating the optical thickness of the specimen
as well as the nanometric variations of the surface using the
phase information extracted from numerical phase retrieval al-
gorithms.4–7 Since the membrane fluctuation of living cells is
highly correlated with their health status, DH microscopy is
of interest for a wide range of applications in medicine and
biology.8–15

On-axis configuration as the simplest arrangement in DH
microscopy provides the reconstructed images with high res-
olution.16,17 However, overlap between zero order and object
wave in angular spectrum makes it difficult to retrieve correct
phase information from only a single hologram.18,19 Besides,
Off-axis geometry by superimposing two slightly tilted light
beams, enables the separation of sample information from
zero spatial frequencies without using phase shifting opera-
tions.20,21 Hence, the method can be applied to monitor dy-
namical changes of the optical path length in media such as
living cells.22,23 The most conventional off-axis configurations
are two-beam DH microscopy (TBDHM) setups which are
based on Michelson and Mach-Zehnder interferometer (MZI)
geometries. In these methods, light travels through two differ-
ent paths, one modulated by the sample and the other acting as
a reference. However, this configurational complexity causes
low-temporal phase stability due to vibration of several optical
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elements. Temperature gradient, air perturbations, and other
environmental effects in two arms of the interferometer could
also lead to higher noise.

To overcome the mentioned shortcoming, recently several
common-path DH microscopy configurations have been pro-
posed based on self-referencing geometry in which a portion
of the object beam containing only cell media is used as the
reference.24–32 The natural inquiry that arises is whether one
can design a more precise common-path configuration that
takes advantage of the on-axis method in simplicity and sta-
bility while benefiting from the single-shot imaging ability of
the off-axis method.

In this work, we describe the development of a DH mi-
croscopy system in which the interferograms are acquired
only by a Fresnel biprism. Fresnel biprism has recently been
used in super-resolution imaging by structured illumination,33

high-contrast incoherent interferometry,34 phase-shifting mi-
croscopy35 and interference electron microscopy.36 Here, the
phase imaging capability of the biprism is of interest. Simi-
lar to the on-axis setups, the proposed method is very simple
and compact due to the removal of additional optical com-
ponents, e.g. mirrors, beamsplitters and neutral density fil-
ters. Easy implementation without any requirement for pre-
cise alignment makes it suitable for integration with many
configurations in real-time measurements. The main advan-
tage of the technique is its high stability as a result of strong
phase correlation during mechanical vibration. This leads to
the reduction of mechanical noise and discards the require-
ment of positioning the setup on an optical vibration-isolation
table. Moreover, the interferometer is able to produce the vari-
able frequency of linear fringes with high contrast through the
precise adjustment of the intensity ratio between two inter-
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Figure 1. Experimental setup of self-referencing DH microscopy by
biprism configuration. The right box in the figure displays the mag-
nified part of the setup which is shown by dashed line square. Half
of the optical field of view acts as the reference of the other half.

fered beams.
The schematic configuration of the biprism interferometer

(BI) setup is illustrated in Fig. 1. A diode laser having max-
imum output power of 2 mW with the wavelength λ = 650
nm and 5 mm coherence length is used as the source. The
parallel beam of light enters an inverted microscope and illu-
minates the sample under investigation by a condenser lens (E
Plan, NA= 0.25). The sample which is positioned in the half
of the illuminated spot (see inset of Fig. 1) is magnified by a
microscope objective (MO) (E Plan, 40×, NA= 0.65). Af-
ter passing through the MO, the object beam meets the Fres-
nel biprism where the wavefront splits into two overlapping
beams creating off-axis geometry. The biprism is constructed
from BK7 glass and has a refringence angle α = 0.02 ra-
dian, and a refractive index n = 1.51. The linear interference
fringes are recorded by a CMOS sensor (Point Grey BFLY-
U3-23S6M-C, 8 bit dynamic range, 5.86 µm pixel pitch) lo-
cated at the magnified image plane and have an equal spac-
ing,37

d =
Lλ

b(n− 1)α
, (1)

where L and b are the distances from the virtual sources to
the sensor plane and the biprism, respectively, as depicted in
Fig. 1. Figures 2(a-c) represent that the period of recorded in-
terference fringes increases by decreasing the distance b while
keeping L constant, as expected from Eq. 1. That being so,
adjustment of the fringes period can be easily performed just
through displacement of the biprism along the optical axis.
It is worth mentioning that the intensity ratios as well as the
optical path lengths of the two beams are the same for differ-
ent spatial frequencies, providing high-contrast interference
fringes. The field of view is chosen so that the effect of the
biprism central edge diffraction is excluded.

5 𝜇𝑚 

(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 2. Spatial frequency variation of interference fringes by dis-
placement of biprism along the optical axis for (a) b = 28 cm, (b)
b = 15 cm, (c) b = 4 cm. All holograms are recorded at L = 30 cm.

Thin smears of red blood cells (RBCs) are considered as
the samples in our study. Figure 3(a) represents the recorded
hologram of a single RBC. Since the recording plane of
the hologram is located near the focused image plane, the
holograms are numerically reconstructed using angular spec-
trum propagation approach in which the intensity and phase
information of object could be reconstructed at the image
plane by propagating the angular spectrum of object filtered
from the Fourier transform of the complex amplitude (see
Ref. 38 for thorough description of the method). For phase
compensation and obtaining the phase profile of the sam-
ple, two holograms in the presence and absence of the ob-
ject are recorded and reconstructed separately. By subtract-
ing their reconstructed phase images, the wrapped phase pro-
file of the object is acquired. The continuous phase distribu-
tion is retrieved by Goldstein’s branch-cut method.39 In this
way, the reconstructed intensity (Fig. 3(b)) and phase dis-
tributions of the RBC (Fig. 3(c)) are achieved. By consid-
ering the average refractive index of RBC (nrbc = 1.41)
and the blood plasma (nbp = 1.34) as surrounding envi-
ronment,40 the quantitative thickness image of RBC (∆d) is
obtained from the reconstructed phase distribution (∆φ) by
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Figure 3. (a) Recorded hologram of the RBC, (b) reconstructed in-
tensity, (c) obtained continuous phase image after phase unwrapping,
(d) calculated thickness profile, and (e) diagonal cross-section of the
thickness distribution.
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Figure 4. Histogram of standard deviation of the setup fluctuations.
The fluctuations of 150× 150 pixels are detected for 60 seconds at a
frame rate of 41 Hz without vibration isolation.

∆d = λ∆φ� [2π(nrbc − nbp)]. The results of calculated
thickness distributions, depicted in Figs. 3(d,e), signify the
normal biconcave shape of RBC, and thus confirm the reli-
ability of the method.

To survey the temporal stability of the technique, holo-
grams are recorded at the rate of 41 Hz for 60 seconds, while
a blank slide is placed in the sample position. The temporal
path length variations are determined by selecting an area of
150 × 150 pixels. The fluctuation at each pixel is measured
by calculating the standard deviation of path length changes.
The mean of these fluctuations, presented in Fig. 4, can be
considered as a measure of temporal stability of the method
which is 0.11 nm without any vibration isolation. Such sub-
nanometer temporal stability introduced by common-path ge-
ometry, makes our method a promising candidate for inves-
tigation of time-evolving, short-amplitude fluctuations with
high accuracy. We record the holograms of a single RBC for
6 seconds at the frequency of 41 Hz. The fluctuation maps
of RBC membrane for each second, shown in Fig. 5, signify
variations in the order of a few tens of nanometers which are
evidently concentrated both in the edge and center parts due
to slight translations and high-frequency dynamic domains
within the cell. Such subdomains of RBC have been studied
by popescu et al. using a Fourier phase microscopy method.40

To analyse the validity of the proposed method, we compare
our results with those extracted from conventional TBDHM
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Figure 5. Temporal evolution of RBC membrane fluctuations. Holo-
grams are recorded at a frame rate of 41 Hz by BI configuration.

(a) (b) 

(c) (d) 

𝟓 𝝁𝒎 

Figure 6. (a) and (b): holograms of silica microspheres obtained
by TBDHM and BI configurations, respectively. (c) and (d): the
reconstructed phase distributions of (a) and (b) obtained by filtering
the inset power spectra using a 19 × 19 pixel window filter. (b-c)
have the same pixel resolution as (a).

based on MZI technique. Since the optical path difference
between the two arms of TBDHM is more than the coher-
ence length of the diode laser, a He-Ne laser (Thorlabs, 632.8
nm, 5 mW) is used as the coherent light source. Silica micro-
spheres (4.47-µm diameter) were used as the standard phase
samples for comparison of two methods. Figures. 6(a,b) show
the recorded holograms of the microspheres by TBDHM and
BI configurations, respectively. In the reconstruction pro-
cess, by isolating the image angular spectra in Fourier domain
using an equal rectangular window for both methods (see the
insets in Figs. 6(c,d)) and applying an inverse Fourier trans-
formation, wrapped phase distributions of microspheres are
retrieved from the wavefront complex amplitudes. Defocus-
ing effect induced by flowing the cells through the microscope
cell could be compensated numerically by propagating the
spectrum of object to the best focus reconstruction plane de-
termined by an auto-focusing algorithm.41 As both superim-
posing tilted beams in BI geometry have the same wavefront
curvature, the quadratic phase factor is removed (Fig. 6(d)),
but it clearly remains in TBDHM phase pattern of Fig. 6(c).
To compensate this effect, the achieved phase image of a ref-
erence hologram is subtracted from the sample phase distribu-
tion. However, because of individual vibration of the optical
components in two arms of the interferometer, the phase factor
could not be completely eliminated, and thus the reconstruc-
tion of the precise spatial phase information of the sample is
not possible. The retrieved intensity distributions of micro-
spheres for TBDHM and BI methods and their associated un-
wrapped phase profiles are shown in Fig.7 which indicate that
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Figure 7. (a) Intensity and (b) continuous phase distribution of silica
microspheres using BI, (c) intensity and (d) continuous phase dis-
tribution of the microspheres using TBDHM. Cross-sections of (e)
intensity and (f) thickness distributions along the dashed lines for
two methods.

the spatial noise level in TBDHM is much higher in both in-
tensity and phase. In addition to the outlined phase factor,
any defects, aberrations, and ghost images, introduced by the
optical elements, give rise to periodic patterns with frequen-
cies near the hologram fringes which cause additional errors.
Crucially, the high spatial frequencies (equivalent to the fine
structural details including sharp edges) which are suppressed
in TBDHM configuration due to vibration, are recovered in BI
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Figure 8. The temporal variation of optical path delay in an area of
4 × 4 pixels for both BI and TBDHM methods. σ is the standard
deviation of the optical path length difference.

configuration (see Fig. 7(e)). Moreover, the influence of spa-
tial noise on the cross-section of microsphere thickness dis-
tribution in TBDHM technique is obviously larger than that
observed in BI method, according to the Fig. 7(f).

The temporal stability of two approaches is also compared.
The time evolutions of optical path difference of background
in an area of 4 × 4 pixels (related to approximately a diffrac-
tion limited spot) are shown in Fig. 8 for a period of 60 sec-
onds with a rate of 18 Hz without vibration isolation. The
standard deviation of temporal variations for BI configuration
is about 0.13 nm which indicates that its stability is approx-
imately forty times better than TBDHM method (5.11 nm).
It demonstrates a clear-cut evidence of high robustness and
ability of the proposed technique to measure sub-nanometer
morphological changes which could be a potential parameter
in medicine diagnosis.24,42

In conclusion, we have implemented a common-path DH
microscopy setup by the use of a Fresnel biprism which en-
ables us to obtain significant phase information of low con-
trast micron-sized samples such as living cells. The setup is
very compact, cost-effective and easy to implement. It could
be applied to many existing conventional optical microscopes
which use a low-cost diode laser as a source, simply by adding
a biprism. Remarkably, the advantage of the proposed tech-
nique is sub-nanometer temporal stability that is measured as
0.11 nm, without any vibration isolation. Precise adjustment
of the intensity ratio between object and reference beams even
without accurate alignment of the biprism leads to the high
contrast of fringes. Additionally, since the period of fringes
depends solely on the axial position of the biprism, frequency
adjustment can be easily performed which assists in studying
the micro-objects with different sizes and shapes. The method
is employed to determine membrane fluctuations of red blood
cells which are on the order of tens of nanometers. The com-
parison between the presented technique and the conventional
DH microscopy setup based on MZI reveals that our proposal
has less spatial noise and higher temporal stability.
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