
440 JOURNAL OF LIGHTWAVE TECHNOLOGY, VOL. 36, NO. 2, JANUARY 15, 2018

Reconfigurable Channel Slicing and Stitching for an
Optical Signal to Enable Fragmented Bandwidth

Allocation Using Nonlinear Wave Mixing
and an Optical Frequency Comb

Yinwen Cao , Ahmed Almaiman, Morteza Ziyadi, Amirhossein Mohajerin-Ariaei, Changjing Bao, Peicheng Liao,
Fatemeh Alishahi, Ahmad Fallahpour, Youichi Akasaka, Carsten Langrock, Martin M. Fejer, Fellow, IEEE,

Joseph D. Touch, Senior Member, IEEE, Moshe Tur, Fellow, IEEE, and Alan E. Willner, Fellow, IEEE

(Top-Scored Paper)

Abstract—A scheme for reconfigurable channel slicing and
stitching is proposed and experimentally demonstrated. By em-
ploying optical nonlinear wave mixing and a coherent frequency
comb, a single channel spectrum is sliced and redistributed into
fragmented frequency slots, which can be stitched together to re-
cover the original channel at the receiver. This approach is ver-
ified through a single channel experiment with the modulation
formats of quadrature phase-shift keying and 16 quadrature am-
plitude modulation. The system exhibits less than 1.5% error-
vector-magnitude deterioration and no more than 2-dB optical
signal-to-noise ratio penalty, compared to a back-to-back baseline.
To demonstrate robustness of the scheme, different parameters of
the channel slices are varied, such as relative phase offset, rela-
tive amplitude, and the number of slices. A 10-km transmission
experiment is also conducted and the additional system penalty
is negligible. This scheme is used to experimentally demonstrate
fragmented channel bandwidth allocation in a dense 6-channel
wavelength-division-multiplexing system. The incoming 20-Gbaud
optical channel is successfully reallocated into two fragmented fre-
quency slots and reconstructed at thereceiver.
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I. INTRODUCTION

E LASTIC optical networks (EONs) are becoming of great
interest owing to their ability to handle heterogeneous data

channels with flexible bandwidths [1]–[6]. Fragmented band-
width allocation would be crucial in EONs to ensure the effi-
cient use of the precious optical transmission spectrum. A key
function of fragmented bandwidth allocation is the capability of
adding a given data channel into any available fragmented fre-
quency slots [7]. As an example, consider a situation in which an
optical channel with a 200 GHz bandwidth is requested while the
current optical network can provide only two separate spectral
regions of 50 GHz and 150 GHz. A straightforward approach
would be to (i) down-convert the 200 GHz optical data chan-
nel to the electrical/digital domain; (ii) decompose the original
channel into two sub-channels with bandwidths of 50 GHz and
150 GHz separately; (iii) generate two optical channels that “fit”
within the two available spectral regions by using two optical
transmitters; (iv) reverse the sequence on reception to restore
the 200 GHz channel.

However, it might be valuable to achieve this goal using
high-speed optical signal processing, in order to avoid ineffi-
cient optical-electrical-optical (O-E-O) conversion. In this case,
the original data channel is optically sliced into several partial
frequency components, which could be assigned into the avail-
able fragmented frequency slots with the assistance of optical
wavelength conversion. On reception, the sliced components are
stitched together for channel reconstruction.

This paper proposes the use of nonlinear wave mixing and a
coherent optical frequency comb to implement reconfigurable
channel slicing and stitching for an optical signal [8]. Feasibility
of this approach is experimentally demonstrated using quadra-
ture phase-shift keying (QPSK) and 16 quadrature amplitude
modulation (16QAM). The system performance is evaluated

0733-8724 © 2017 IEEE. Personal use is permitted, but republication/redistribution requires IEEE permission.
See http://www.ieee.org/publications standards/publications/rights/index.html for more information.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8225-3364


CAO et al.: RECONFIGURABLE CHANNEL SLICING AND STITCHING FOR AN OPTICAL SIGNAL TO ENABLE FRAGMENTED BANDWIDTH 441

Fig. 1. Conceptual diagram of fragmented bandwidth allocation enabled by
channel slicing and stitching.

by tuning different parameters. In addition to investigating the
effect of relative phase offset as described in [8], we further ex-
plore: (i) the influence of the relative amplitude and the number
of channel slices on system performance; (ii) a 10-km trans-
mission experiment compared to a back-to-back (B2B) sce-
nario. One application of the channel slicing and stitching is to
enable fragmented bandwidth allocation, which is experimen-
tally demonstrated in a dense 6-channel wavelength-division-
multiplexing (WDM) system. The experimental results show
that the incoming 20 Gbaud optical QPSK channel is success-
fully reallocated into two available fragmented frequency slots
and reconstructed at the receiver by using channel slicing and
stitching.

II. CONCEPT

The conceptual diagram of fragmented bandwidth alloca-
tion enabled by channel slicing and stitching is illustrated in
Fig. 1. Assume the current optical spectrum is occupied by mul-
tiple data channels with only two small frequency slots (Slot-1
and Slot-2) available. The incoming optical channel (S) has a
large bandwidth that cannot be accommodated by any single
frequency slot without introducing severe inter-channel inter-
ference (ICI) from spectrum overlapping. However, the total
bandwidth of the separate available frequency slots is larger than
that of channel S. In this case, channel S can be sliced into two
spectral fragments, which are then reallocated into the available
frequency slots. The detail of this process is shown in Fig. 1. In
the beginning, a coherent copy of channel S is generated at an-
other wavelength by nonlinear wave mixing of channel S with an
optical frequency comb [9], [10]. After channel copy generation,

an optical filter is employed to slice partial spectra of the two
channels. It is noted that the combination of the two output
channel slices (S1 and S2) should preserve all the information
of the original channel S. Then, S1 and S2 are narrow enough
to be inserted into the two frequency slots for transmission.

To reconstruct the original channel S at the receiver, the two
channel slices S1 and S2 are first selected from the current WDM
system. Then, another stage of comb-based wavelength conver-
sion is employed to recombine S1 and S2 in phase for channel
recovery. Because of nonideal filtering in both stages of spec-
trum filtering and slice selection, S1 and S2 may have a partially
overlapped spectrum, which can then produce inter-symbol in-
terference (ISI), as shown in Fig. 1. However, the effect of ISI
can be readily compensated by a digital linear equalizer after-
wards and the original channel S can ultimately be recovered.
Note that this channel slicing and stitching technique is scalable
to more than two slices simply by generating more copies of the
original data channel and by following the procedure shown in
Fig. 1.

III. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP FOR FEASIBILITY DEMONSTRATION

IN A SINGLE CHANNEL SYSTEM

The previous section indicates that the key function to achiev-
ing fragmented bandwidth allocation is the channel slicing and
stitching. Fig. 2 shows a single channel experimental setup to
demonstrate this function.

At the transmitter, the data signal with the format of 20/28
Gbaud QPSK (and alternatively 20 Gbaud 16QAM) modulates
a laser at the wavelength of 1542.53 nm in an optical IQ mod-
ulator. Note that the output optical signal is not pulse shaped.
At the same time, an optical frequency comb with a 20 GHz
repetition rate is generated by a mode-locked laser (MLL). In
the case of slicing channel spectrum into two parts (S1 and S2),
two comb lines at the wavelengths of 1538.90 nm and 1539.86
nm are selected by a spatial light modulator (SLM-1) filter. The
wavelength difference between the two comb lines determines
the wavelength shift of the channel copy, which is generated in
the next step.

In the following, both the signal (S) and the selected comb
lines are amplified and injected into a periodically poled lithium
niobate (PPLN-1) waveguide with a quasi-phase matching
(QPM) wavelength of 1541.00 nm. After PPLN-1, a channel
copy is generated, albeit with 10 dB lower power due to the con-
version efficiency. The input and output of PPLN-1 are shown
in Fig. 3(a) and (b). Then, another SLM filter (SLM-2) is used
to cut a left slice (S1) from the original channel and a right
slice (S2) from the channel copy. The corresponding spectrum
is shown in Fig. 3(c), in which the optical channel bandwidths
of S1 and S2 are ∼27 GHz and ∼18 GHz, respectively. After-
wards, S1 and S2 are sent to either (i) channel stitching for the
signal reconstruction, or (ii) a 10-km single mode fiber (SMF)
for transmission.

Before the receiver, S1 and S2 are amplified and mixed with
two comb lines with the same wavelength difference in a sec-
ond PPLN (PPLN-2) of the same QPM wavelength, as shown
in Fig. 3(d). After PPLN-2, S1 is shifted to the right with a
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Fig. 2. Experimental setup of channel slicing and stitching for a single optical channel. The optical frequency comb is employed to achieve phase-preserving
channel copy generation and channel slices recombination (stitching).

Fig. 3. Measured spectra: (a) before PPLN-1; (b) after PPLN-1; (c) after
SLM-2 filter; (d) before PPLN-2; (e) after PPLN-2 with constructive channel
stitching; (f) after PPLN-2 with destructive channel stitching.

conversion efficiency of −10 dB and recombined with S2. Since
S2 is about 10 dB lower than S1 as shown in Fig. 3(c), the two
channel slices will now be combined with almost the same
power. Because of nonideal filtering, S1 and S2 have ∼5 GHz
partial spectrum overlap. As a result of this overlap, tuning the
phase offset (Δϕ) between S1 and S2 in SLM-2 can lead to
constructive (Δϕ = 0) or destructive (Δϕ = 180◦) channel
stitching. As shown in Fig. 3(e) and (f), destructive stitching
should be avoided due to the loss of partial channel spectrum.
Finally, the stitched channel is filtered out and sent to an optical
coherent receiver. Based on a conventional decision-directed al-
gorithm [11], digital channel equalization with 11 taps is used
to remove spectrum-overlapping-induced ISI. If the amount of
spectrum overlap increases, more taps might be required to com-
pensate for the increased ISI.

Note that in Fig. 3(a), the input optical signal includes both
the fundamental band and side lobes. The peak power difference

Fig. 4. Constellation comparison of a 20 Gbaud QPSK channel under different
scenarios: (a) B2B without channel slicing and stitching; (b) detection of only
the left channel slice; (c) detection of only the right channel slice; (d) B2B with
channel slicing and stitching; (e) after 10-km transmission with channel slicing
and stitching.

between them is more than 15 dB, and we do not observe a
significant contribution of the side lobes to the signal quality.
Therefore, the output signal is allowed to primarily be com-
posed of the fundamental band component, and we consider the
channel bandwidth to be the frequency range of the fundamental
band component. Moreover, in order to use channel slicing and
stitching for the given WDM grid: (i) the bandwidth of the input
signal should be larger than the spectral grid spacing; and (ii)
the bandwidths of the sliced signals should be smaller than the
spectral grid spacing.

IV. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS FOR A SINGLE CHANNEL SYSTEM

Fig. 4 shows constellation diagrams of a 20 Gbaud QPSK
channel with 30 dB OSNR under different scenarios. Compared
to a B2B baseline shown in Fig. 4(a), Fig. 4(b) and (c) indicates
that the channel quality deteriorates if only a partial spectrum
is detected. The different constellations between the left and
right slices are the result of unequal bandwidths of the two
slices. Fig. 4(d) shows that the channel is successfully recovered
after channel stitching of the left and right slices. The signal
quality is almost preserved after 10-km transmission as shown
in Fig. 4(e), because the channel equalization at the receiver also
compensates for chromatic dispersion [12]–[14].

The system performance is further evaluated by tuning the
relative phase offset (Δϕ) and relative amplitude (Δα) between
S1 and S2 in SLM-2. The reason to investigate the impact of
phase/amplitude imbalance is because the two parameters could
affect the performance of channel stitching. In Fig. 5, when the
phase is aligned (Δϕ = 0), channel equalization can compen-
sate for the ISI effect due to the partial spectrum overlapping of
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Fig. 5. Constellation comparison of a 20 Gbaud QPSK by tuning the relative
phase offset (Δϕ) between two channel slices: (a) with channel equalization;
(b) without channel equalization. (c) Measured EVMs with different Δϕ.

Fig. 6. Constellation comparison of a 20 Gbaud QPSK by tuning the relative
amplitude (Δα) between two channel slices: (a) with channel equalization;
(b) without channel equalization. (c) Measured EVMs with different Δα.

the left and right channel slices. Channel equalization helps to
decrease the error-vector-magnitude (EVM) from ∼20% down
to ∼10%, as shown in Fig. 5(c). Additionally, the tolerance of
Δϕ can be as large as 150° with channel equalization, whereas
the system without channel equalization fails if Δϕ is 90°. Sim-
ilarly, in terms of the relative amplitude Δα, the system with
channel equalization can still work when Δα is 25 dB, whereas
an equalization-free system cannot tolerate Δα of 20 dB.

As a result, digital channel equalization not only enhances
the performance of channel stitching by compensating for ISI,
but it also increases the system tolerance for phase/amplitude
imbalance. Additionally, a lower signal EVM can be obtained if
the phase/amplitude imbalance is pre-compensated optically by
SLM-2, as shown in Figs. 5(a), (c) and 6(a), (c). Therefore, in
the remainder of the paper: (i) channel equalization is included
primarily to compensate for ISI; and (ii) the phase/amplitude
imbalance is pre-compensated in the optical domain.

Fig. 7 shows the measured BER curves of the system. Com-
pared to a B2B baseline system, the optical signal-to-noise ratio
(OSNR) penalty of channel slicing and stitching with channel
equalization is below 1 dB, as shown in Fig. 7(a). It is noted
that for the B2B baseline system, the same channel equalization

Fig. 7. BER comparison for a 20 Gbaud QPSK system: (a) with and without
digital equalization; (b) B2B and 10-km transmission.

is used for comparison. In addition, the two nearly overlapping
BER curves in Fig. 7(b) indicate the system penalty for the
10-km transmission is negligible. For longer-distance trans-
mission, the increased chromatic dispersion, as well as the
wavelength-dependent polarization rotation caused by higher
order polarization mode dispersion (PMD), could affect the
phase alignment among different channel slices. As a result,
the performance of channel stitching might be degraded, which
requires further investigation.

The spectra of the channel slicing and stitching with 3 chan-
nel slices of a 28 Gbaud QPSK channel are shown in Fig. 8(a)–
(c), while the corresponding separate channel slices and recon-
structed channel constellations are shown in Fig. 8(d).

The BER curves of the 28 Gbaud QPSK system with two
and three channel slices are presented in Fig. 9. It can be seen
that the system performance does not strongly depend on the
number of channel slices, and less than 1 dB OSNR penalty is
observed compared to the B2B baseline.

The scheme is extended to a 20 Gbaud 16QAM signal. Less
than 1.5% EVM deterioration with 30 dB OSNR is observed,
as shown in Fig. 10(a). Compared to the QPSK scenario in
Fig. 7(a), a larger OSNR penalty is observed for 16QAM in
Fig. 10(b). A possible reason could be that high order QAM sig-
nals are more sensitive to any distortion introduced by nonlinear-
wave-mixing-based wavelength conversion [15].

V. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP FOR FRAGMENTED BANDWIDTH

ALLOCATION IN A WDM SYSTEM

The application of channel slicing and stitching to enable frag-
mented bandwidth allocation is experimentally demonstrated
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Fig. 8. Channel slicing and stitching with three slices for a 28 Gbaud QPSK
system: (a) optical spectrum before PPLN-1; (b) optical spectrum after SLM-2
filter; (c) optical spectrum after PPLN-2; (d) channel reconstruction by stitching
three channel slices.

Fig. 9. BER comparison with different numbers of channel slices.

Fig. 10. (a) EVM comparison between B2B and channel slicing and stitching
for a 20 Gbaud 16QAM signal; (b) BER comparison.

in a WDM system with 6 QPSK channels of 20 Gbaud. The
experimental setup is shown in Fig. 11(a) and the central
wavelengths of the 6 channels are 1541.68, 1542.00, 1542.16,
1542.32, 1542.52, and 1542.87 nm. Compared to the single-
channel experiment shown in Fig. 2, a stage of WDM channel
generation is added, as shown by the dotted box. In this case,
the attenuator is used to adjust the power of the WDM chan-
nels, in order to make it similar to that of the added optical
channel S. After the attenuator, a polarization controller is used
to align the polarization of the WDM channels with that of

Fig. 11. (a) Experimental setup for fragmented bandwidth allocation in
20 Gbaud QPSK WDM channels; (b) measured spectrum before fragmented
bandwidth allocation; (c) measured spectrum after fragmented bandwidth
allocation.

channel S in order to maximize the ICI effect. The optical spec-
tra before and after fragmented bandwidth allocation are shown
in Fig. 11(b) and (c), in which the two sliced channels each have
∼22 GHz optical bandwidth. At the receiver, an extra SLM
filter (SLM-3) is used for channel-slice selection and ampli-
tude/phase adjustment. In order to allocate the same power into
the two frequency slots, the channel slice with higher power is
attenuated by 10 dB in SLM-2 to offset the effect of the −10 dB
conversion efficiency in PPLN-1. Subsequently, the power
difference is adjusted in SLM-3 before channel stitching in
PPLN-2.

VI. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS FOR A WDM SYSTEM

The constellation comparison is shown in Fig. 12. Compared
to direct channel insertion shown in Fig. 12(c) and (d), where
the entire channel S is inserted into either Slot-1 or Slot-2,
fragmented bandwidth allocation can effectively avoid chan-
nel spectrum overlapping and therefore suffer much less ICI
penalty. The reason for signal quality deterioration in Fig. 12(b)
compared to the single-channel scenario in Fig. 12(a) might
be attributed to nonideal filtering for selecting channel slices,
which includes the residual spectra from adjacent channels.
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Fig. 12. Constellation comparison between direct channel insertion and frag-
mented bandwidth allocation enabled by channel slicing and stitching.

Fig. 13. BER comparison between direct channel insertion and fragmented
bandwidth allocation enabled by channel slicing and stitching.

For further system evaluation, BER measurements of the
added channel S are presented in Fig. 13. Compared to direct
channel insertion, fragmented bandwidth allocation has more
than 6 dB OSNR improvement at a BER of 1e-3. There is an
additional OSNR penalty of channel slicing and stitching com-
pared to the single-channel scenario. Similarly, a possible reason
for this penalty could be that the filter for selecting a desired
channel slice is not sharp enough to reject the adjacent channels.

VII. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

This paper experimentally demonstrates a reconfigurable
channel slicing and stitching for an optical signal to enable
fragmented bandwidth allocation without O-E-O conversion. In
a 6-channel WDM system, a 20 Gbaud optical channel is suc-
cessfully reallocated into two fragmented frequency slots and
reconstructed at the receiver. Although this scheme is demon-
strated for an optical channel that is not pulse shaped, we believe
the scheme might also be applicable to channels that are pulse
shaped, e.g., Nyquist shaping.

In our experiment, there are different issues that could degrade
the system performance, including: (i) the power of the optical
signal is attenuated by the loss of different equipment, such as
the PPLN (∼5 dB insertion loss) and the SLM filter (∼6 dB
insertion loss); (ii) nonlinear wave mixing in both stages of the
channel slicing and stitching requires sufficient signal power
as provided by a 2W EDFA with a ∼6 dB noise figure; and
(iii) there are optical components with limited bandwidth. We
note that there are other approaches that could reduce channel
bandwidth to fit into the smaller frequency slot, such as narrow
filtering [16] or higher-order QAM signal conversion [17]. They
may not suffer the same degradations as we have, but could
introduce other issues.

The reason for using an optical frequency comb instead of
independent continuous wave lasers is to ensure phase locking
among different channel slices, which is generally required for
successful signal recovery at the receiver. In our experiment,
the selected comb lines (within a ∼10-nm spectrum range) have
a similar OSNR of ∼30 dB. As the scheme is scaled to more
channel slices with larger frequency spacing, the quality of the
stitched signal might be affected by different OSNRs of different
comb lines. In addition, we use the same comb source for both
channel slicing and stitching for ease of experimentation; a more
realistic implementation would likely use two independent comb
sources for the transmitter and the receiver.
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