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Abstract: Fourier ptychographic microscopy (FPM) is implemented through aperture scanning
by an LCOS spatial light modulator at the back focal plane of the objective lens. This FPM
configuration enables the capturing of the complex scattered field for a 3D sample both in
the transmissive mode and the reflective mode. We further show that by combining with the
compressive sensing theory, the reconstructed 2D complex scattered field can be used to recover
the 3D sample scattering density. This implementation expands the scope of application for FPM
and can be beneficial for areas such as tissue imaging and wafer inspection.
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1. Introduction

Fourier Ptychography (FP) [1, 2] is a recently developed phase retrieval technique that utilizes
intensity images of limited numerical aperture (NA) overlapped in the Fourier domain to recon-
struct a sample’s complex field. In the original demonstration [1], angularly varying illumination
realized by an LED matrix is used to scan the sample’s Fourier spectrum, resulting in an expanded
synthesized NA of the system. Images with resolution higher than the diffraction limit of the
objective lens can be reconstructed [1, 3]. Quantitative phase measurement of the sample is also
achieved [4].

The limitation of the angular illumination configuration of FP is its requirement on a sample’s
thickness [3]. Once the sample’s thickness exceeds the thin-sample limit, the simple correlation
between the change of illumination angle and the shift in 2D Fourier spectrum is no longer valid,
and the phase retrieval algorithm fails. Several improvements of FP are reported to deal with
thick samples. Tian et al. [5] proposed and demonstrated a modification on FP to reconstruct a 3D
sample by approximating the 3D sample as a stack of 2D slices. Horstmeyer et al. [6] modeled
the imaging process as diffraction tomography and modified the reconstruction accordingly,
resulting in a phase retrieval of the scattering density of a 3D sample. For both modifications, the
computational complexity of FP is increased dramatically.

The thin-sample requirement can be circumvented by implementing FP with an alternate
configuration, in which a scannable aperture is placed at the Fourier plane of the imaging system
while the sample is illuminated with a single plane wave [7]. In this configuration, the 2D
wavefront (light field scattered by the sample’s 3D distribution) exiting the thick sample is
modulated by the scannable aperture, captured at the imaging plane, and reconstructed by the
conventional FP algorithm. The thin sample requirement is circumvented because the phase
retrieval problem is now limited to reconstructing the unchanging 2D wavefront exiting the
sample. Moreover, comparing with Tian and Horstmeyer’s modifications, this configuration uses
the original reconstruction algorithm and thus has a much lower computational complexity.

In this work, we demonstrate the usage of conventional microscope elements to build an
aperture scanning FP microscope (ASFPM) in section 2. This work builds on previous non-
microscopy FP work that are focused on 3D sample refocusing [7] and aberration removal [8].
We show that ASFPM extends these works to demonstrate transmissive mode and reflective
mode microscopic imaging. In section 3, we image spirogyra (transmissive) and microprocessor
chip (reflective) with our setup, and demonstrate our ability to refocus through thick samples at
designated plane. In section 4, we show that ASFPM’s reconstructed result could be combined
with decompressive recovery method to recover the 3D sample scattering density information.

2. System setup

The core of ASFPM is a 4-f imaging system with a spatial light modulator (SLM) at the
intermediate Fourier plane, as shown in Fig. 1(a). The wavefront exiting the sample is collected
by the first lens, passing through the open aperture of the SLM and reimaged on the camera.
A sequence of intensity images of the wavefront is captured with different parts of the SLM
aperture opened. The captured images contain different spatial frequency information of the
wavefront determined by the open aperture’s location. These images are the input of the phase
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retrieval algorithm [1] to be stitched in the Fourier domain. The aperture opening sequence
is arranged such that the adjacent apertures have a certain degree of overlap [9], providing
redundant information for the phase retrieval algorithm to retrieve phase information merely
from intensity measurements. The reconstructed complex Fourier spectrum is then converted to
the complex sample wavefront, with the resolution limited by the aperture scanning range of
the SLM. Because the wavefront carries information from the entire sample volume, it can be
further processed to analyze sample distribution at different depths.
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Fig. 1. Principle of aperture scanning Fourier ptychographic microscopy (a), and schematic
for transmissive (b) as well as reflective (c) mode microscope system. f: focal length of the
lens; L, lens; LP, linear polarizer; Obj., objective lens; BS, beam splitter

The experimental setup of the transmissive mode and reflective mode ASFPM are shown in
Fig. 1(b) and (c), in which a reflective mode liquid crystal on silicon display (LCOS display)
(Model: Holoeye LC-R 1080) in combination with a pair of linear polarizers (LP1 and LP2) are
used as the SLM. An objective lens (Olympus 20X 0.4NA) and a tube lens serve as the forward
and inverse Fourier transforming device for the 4f system. Because the back focal plane of the
objective lens is inside the lens set and not accessible by the LCOS, a 1:1 relay lens system (L3
with L4) is added in between to image the back focal plane of the objective onto the LCOS. For
the illumination, light from a He-Ne laser (λ=632.8nm) is first shined on a rotating ground glass
diffuser. The rotating diffuser decreases the temporal coherence of the light, which reduces the
speckles in the captured image [10]. The scattered light from the diffuser is then collected into a
multi-mode fiber, which allows for easy switching between transmissive and reflective mode.
For both modes, lenses are arranged to illuminate the sample with a collimated beam.

While prior work [8] has used an electronically addressable SLM to implement Fourier
ptychography, the current setup offers the following 4 key benefits: 1) usage of a reflective
LCOS with a much higher fill factor and efficiency than the previously used transmissive liquid
crystal display, 2) removal of temporal coherence artifacts, 3) adoption to a microscopic imaging
arrangement, and 4) a new capability to operate in a reflective configuration.
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A Siemens star resolution target, recommended by ref. [11], is used as a sample to test the
lateral resolution of the imaging system. The patterns are fabricated on gold-coated glass by
focused iron beam. For all experiments, a circular aperture on the SLM plane is used to scan
the sample’s Fourier spectrum, as shown in Fig. 2(a) by the blue trajectory. Each aperture has
80% of its region overlapped (in one dimension) with its adjacent one, and the scanning covers a
Fourier spectrum range equaling a numerical aperture of NAsyn = 0.36, which is within the NA
of the 20X 0.4NA objective lens. 20 images are captured in transmissive mode, and the phase
retrieval algorithm is used to reconstruct an image. The intensity of the reconstructed image is
shown in Fig. 2(b). The center of the image is magnified and shown in Fig. 2(c). A red circle with
spoke periodicity of 1.8 µm is drawn in Fig. 2(c), and the intensity distribution on the circle is
plotted in Fig. 2(d). As we can see, the spokes with periodicity of 1.8 µm can be resolved by our
imaging system, which matches well with the theoretical resolution defined by the synthesized
NA: d = λ/(NAsyn) = 1.76µm.

SLM Aperture 
scanning arrangement

𝑵𝑨𝒔𝒚𝒏
= 𝟎. 𝟑𝟔

𝑵𝑨𝒐𝒃𝒋
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(a) (b)
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(b) (c)

Siemens star target image 
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Siemens star target 
image zoomed in
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Fig. 2. (a) The arrangement of aperture scanning sequence on the SLM plane. A circular
aperture is scanned following the blue trajectory. The covered area provides a synthesized
NA of 0.36, which is within the objective NA of 0.4. (b-c) Siemens star target intensity image
in transmissive mode ASFPM. (d)intensity distribution of the red circle in (c), showing a
resolution of 1.8 µm which matches the theoretical resolution of the synthesized NA.

3. Imaging performance

To demonstrate the refocusing capability of ASFPM for a thick sample, a multilayer spirogyra
slide is imaged in transmissive mode. The reconstructed hologram is shown in Fig. 3(a1-a2), in
which no feature is in focus. The angular spectrum propagation (ASP) method [12] is used to
digitally propagate the hologram to distances of -9µm, 6µm, and 17µm away from the objective’s
front focal plane as shown in Fig. 3(b1-b3), allowing different segments of the spirogyra to come
into focus. The in-focus filament for each refocused plane is indicated by the red arrow, in which
the helical arrangement of the chloroplasts can be observed clearly.
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Fig. 3. Transmissive mode ASFPM image of a spirogyra slide. (a1-a2) Amplitude and
phase distribution of the reconstructed hologram. (b1-b3) Refocused amplitude image of the
hologram at different focal planes, in which different filaments come into focus as indicated
by red arrows.

The reflective mode ASFPM can be used to examine non-transparent samples such as semi-
conductor devices, metallic structures, and ceramic surfaces. In our experiment, we image
a microprocessor (Fig. 4(a)) with our ASFPM and show the reconstructed hologram in Fig.
4(b1-b2). Because the circuit is printed on multiple layers, the hologram needs to be digitally
propagated to different planes to bring different regions into focus. As an example, three re-
gions labeled by dashed lines are zoomed in and the intensity images at -3µm and 2µm away
respectively from the objective’s focal plane are shown in Fig. 4 (c1-c2, d1-d2, e1-e2). The
wires in region c and the top half of the region in d are in focus at 2µm plane, while the grating
structure in the bottom half of region d and the structures in region e are in focus at -3µm plane.
To verify the result, we display on SLM an open aperture with size equal to the synthesized
aperture of ASFPM, and capture two intensity images by physically moving the sample to -3µm
and 2µm planes. As shown in Fig. 4(c3-c4, d3-d4, e3-e4), the images match closely with the
digitally refocused image generated by ASFPM. Moreover, due to the fact that multiple images
are captured and processed in ASFPM, the wire’s features in region c appear smoother and finer
than the single capture result. With the digital refocusing capability, researchers can achieve
in-focus images of every small part on the microprocessor and also get the information of the
height of different layers. These pieces of information are useful for applications such as quality
control, reverse engineering and CMOS failure analysis.

Previous works have verified that the phase information captured in transmissive mode
Fourier ptychography, both by angularly-varying-illumination [4] and aperture scanning [8],
is quantitative. Here, for the first time, we demonstrate that the phase information captured in
reflective mode Fourier ptychography (ASFPM in this case) is quantitative. We spread 10µm
microspheres on a silicon wafer, immerse them in mineral oil, and acquire an image with the
reflective mode ASFPM. The reconstructed hologram is shown in Fig. 5(a-b). A line trace of
phase distribution through one of the microspheres is measured, and converted to microsphere
thickness using the equation: ∆ = θ/2 ∗ λ/(2π ∗ (noil − nbead )), where θ is the relative phase
against background, λ is the wavelength of the laser light, noil = 1.5825 and nbead = 1.5875
are the refractive indices of the mineral oil and the microspheres, respectively. The factor of
2 in the denominator takes into account the fact that the collimated beam passes through the
microsphere twice before it is collected by the objective lens. The measurement is plotted in
Fig. 5(c) with a blue line, and the theoretical value is shown with a black line for comparison.
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Fig. 4. Reflective mode ASFPM image of a microprocessor chip. (a) Picture of the mi-
croprocessor. (b1-b2) Amplitude and phase of the reconstructed hologram. The hologram
is digitally propagated to -3µm (c1-e1) and 2µm (c2-e2) away from the objective lens’
focal plane and three sub-regions are zoomed in. Intensity image captured with the aperture
opened at NA=0.36 and microprocessor chip physically moved -3µm (c3-e3) and 2µm
(c4-e4) are shown as a comparison to the digitally propagated results.

The close agreement between the measured and theoretical line plots proves that the phase
information we reconstruct from ASFPM is quantitative.
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Fig. 5. ASFPM image of 10µm microspheres on silicon wafer, immersed in mineral oil.
Reconstructed amplitude (a) and phase (b) distribution of the hologram. (c) The phase
distribution through the dashed line in (b) is converted to the microsphere’s thickness and
plotted with a blue line. The theoretical thickness distribution is plot with a black line,
showing a good match with the measurement.

4. Decompressive inference of hologram

As mentioned in section 2, ASFPM captures the complex wavefront distribution at the focal plane
of the objective lens. When the sample is thin and in focus, the complex wavefront represents the
amplitude and phase distribution of the sample. When the sample is thick, this wavefront carries
the 3D information of the sample and can be used to bring into focus different planes of interest,
as demonstrated in Fig. 3 and 4.

Furthermore, with the combination of compressive sensing theory [13–15], here we show that
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3D tomographic structure of the sample can be recovered from a single frame of 2D holographic
data. Similar work and analysis were carried out by Brady et al. [16], in which they used Gabor
holography, but only recorded the intensity of the 2D holographic data. Because of the loss of
phase information, a few approximations had to be made and the method had difficulties dealing
with a phase target. In our case, ASFPM records both the amplitude and phase information of the
hologram. We show in the following section that the quantitative phase as well as the amplitude
information of a sample can be recovered from the decompressive inference.

4.1. Forward model of the compressive sampling process

When a 3D sample with the scattering density of η(x′ , y′ , z′) is illuminated with a monochro-
matic plane wave, the scattered field E(x , y) is defined under the Born approximation [17]
as:

E(x , y) =

$
η(x′ , y′ , z′)h(x − x′ , y − y′ , z − z′)dx′dy′dz′ (1)

where h is the point spread function which can be calculated as the product of exp(ik0z) (the
phase delay at a distance z) [18] and the inverse Fourier transform of the propagation transfer

function exp(iz
√

k2
0 − k2

x − k2
y ) [12], and k0 = 2π/λ is the wavevector.

We place the front surface of the 3D sample with scattering density η(x′ , y′ , z′) at the focal
plane of the imaging system, i.e. z′ = 0. To discretize the equation, we let: 1) lateral sample
spacings be ∆x = ∆y = ∆; 2) axial sample spacing be ∆z ; and 3) number of pixels along each
dimension of the sample be N. Using this notation, the relationship between the discretized
2D scattered field distribution En1n2 = E(n1∆, n2∆) and the discretized 3D sample scattering
density ηm′1m′2l = η(m′1∆,m

′
2∆, l∆z ) can be expressed as [16] :

En1n2 =E(n1∆, n2∆)

=
1

(2π)2

∫
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∫
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"
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e−i (kx x
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∑
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∑
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2
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δ(x − n1∆)δ(y − n2∆)
∑
m1

∑
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δ(kx − m1∆k )δ(ky − m2∆k )
∑
l

δ(z − l∆z )

=
1

N2

∑
l

∑
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∑
m2
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eikl∆zeil∆z
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1∆
2
k
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2∆
2
k e−i2π
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N , (2)

This equation can be further simplified by noticing the following two facts: 1) the terms in
the square bracket represent the 2D discrete Fourier transform of ηm′1m′2l ; 2) the last exponential
term in the last line of Eq. (2) forms the inverse 2D Fourier transform in conjunction with the
summations over m1 and m2. Hence, Eq. (2) can be interpreted as [16]:

En1n2 =F −1
2D

{∑
l

η̂m1m2l e
ikl∆zeil∆z
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1∆
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η̂m1m2l e
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1∆
2
k
−m2

2∆
2
k

}
, (3)
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where η̂ denotes the Fourier transform of η, and F −1
2D denotes the 2D inverse Fourier transform

operation on subscript m1 and m2. In this interpretation, the 3D sample is treated as a stack of
2D slices, and the 2D scattered field En1n2 is the summation of slice-wise scattered field.

To write the equation into a matrix form for the purpose of decompressive inference, we
need to reshape the 2D scattered field En1 ,n2 and 3D sample scattering density ηm′1 ,m′2 ,l into 1D
vectors g ∈ CNx Ny ×1 and f ∈ CNx NyNz ×1 respectively. We define g(n2−1)×Nx+n1 = En1 ,n2 ,
and f (l−1)× (Nx ×Ny )+(m′2−1)×Nx+m′1

= ηm′1 ,m
′
2 ,l

, where Nx , Ny and Nz denote the number of
pixels in the x-direction, y-direction and z-direction, respectively.

The operation can also be written in matrix form by defining 1) B =

blkdiag(F2D , F2D , ..., F2D ) with F2D being the matrix representing the 2D DFT whose size is
(Nx Nz ) × (Ny Nz ), and “blkdiag" denoting the block diagonal matrix; 2) Q = [P1P2...PNz

] with

[Pl ]m1m2 = eikl∆z eil∆z
√
k2−m2

1∆
2
k
−m2

2∆
2
k , where [Pl ]m1m2 represents the element of the matrix Pl

at the intersection of the row m1 and the column m2; and 3) G2D represents the 2D inverse DFT
matrix.

With these definitions, Eq. (3) can be rewritten as:

g = G2DQB f , (4)

Figure 6 shows the matrix representation of the compressive sampling forward model in the
above discussion. The ‘compressing’ process is the process in which all the slices of the 3D
sample propagate and project on to a 2D focal plane, where the complex hologram is captured. In
matrix form, the ‘compressing’ process is incorporated in the matrix Q, in which the slice-wise
information is summed up and shrunk in size.

The linear relationship between the detected hologram and the sample scattering density is the
key to decompressive inference. In comparison, for Ref. [16] to achieve a similar linear relation-
ship, the technique had to capture hologram at a significant distance from the sample of interest
and exclude the nonlinear term caused by intensity-only measurement. These approximations
added to the error of their system and resulted in an inaccurate phase recovery.
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Fig. 6. Matrix representation of the compressive sampling model

4.2. Decompressive inference using total variation constraint

To simplify the discussion, let H = G2DQB represent the operation of hologram acquisition.
In ref. [16], Brady et al. showed that this holographic acquisition matrix H obeys the restricted
isometry property (RIP) [13,14] as a compressive multiplexed encoder, which ensures an accurate
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recovery of f from the compressive measurement of g = H f with a high probability. We note
here that in this previous case, the hologram acquisition process only determined the real values
of the optical field, whereas in our case the acquired field can take on any complex value at each
pixel. As a result, our matrix can map values to the entire complex space, as opposed to just the
real axis. Thus, our matrix H obeys the RIP of higher order [19] and can in principle lead to the
successful reconstruction of samples that are less sparse.

There are different approaches to recover f, such as selecting a basis (wavelets, for instance) in
which f may be assumed to be sparse, or enforcing a sparsity constraint on the total variation
(TV), as defined by Rudin et al. [20], of f. In this work, we select the second method and model
the decompressive recovery of f as an optimization problem:

f̂ = arg min
f
| | f | |TV such that g = H f , (5)

where | | f | |TV is defined by

| | f | |TV =
∑
l

∑
n1

∑
n2

|∇( f l )n1 ,n2 |, (6)

where f l denotes a 2D slice of the 3D object datacube. This optimization problem can be solved
using the two-step iterative shrinkage/thresholding algorithm (TwIST) proposed in ref. [21]. In
this work, we adapt the released MATLAB code from Bioucas-Dias et al. [22] to inversely recover
f from our measurement of g, which is the complex hologram reconstructed from ASFPM.

4.3. Experimental results

To experimentally demonstrate the performance of decompressive recovery, a two-layer micro-
sphere sample is prepared. A mixture of microspheres with diameter of 4.3 µm (target) and 75
µm (spacer) is spread on the surface of a microscope glass slide and a #1.5 coverslip. These two
surface are glued together (face to face) with the immersion oil in between, as shown in Fig.
7(a3). The sample is imaged with the ASFPM setup and the amplitude and phase image is shown
in Fig. 7(a1-a2). As we can see, the microspheres that are on the glass slide are close to the
in-focus plane, while the microspheres that are on the coverslip are defocused and casting large
diffraction rings on top of the image. The hologram is digitally refocused to different imaging
planes using ASP, and we find the two planes corresponding to the in-focal plane of the two
layers are at 2µm and 45µm (the gap is not 75µm because the spacer microspheres are squeezed
in the gluing process). The holographic acquisition matrix H is constructed according to these
parameters, and the modified TwIST algorithm is used to recover the sample scattering density
on these two planes from the complex hologram reconstructed using ASFPM.

The recovered amplitude and phase distribution of the two layers are shown in Fig. 7(b1-b2,
c1-c2). As we can see, the sample information in these two planes are mostly isolated, and the
large diffraction fringes disappear. To verify the quantitative-phase-recovery capability of this
method, line traces through the center of two microspheres, one in 2µm plane and the other in
45µm plane are used to calculate the corresponding thickness (same method as mentioned in
section 3) and are shown in Fig. 7(b3, c3) with blue lines. The theoretical thickness profile are
shown with red lines, which match the recovered result well.

In the second experiment, the spirogyra image shown in Fig. 3 is inputted into the decompres-
sive recovery algorithm. In this case, the algorithm is modified to recover the sample information
in three planes: -9µm, 6 µm and 17 µm, which are the planes with the sharpest features when
refocused. The recovery results are shown in Fig. 8. The in-focus parts of the sample man-
ifest themselves in the corresponding planes, both for the amplitude and phase images. The
chloroplasts in the three planes are also reconstructed clearly.
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Fig. 7. Decompressive recovery of a microsphere sample. (a1-a2) Reconstructed amplitude
and phase information of the sample using ASFPM. (a3) Two-layer sample configuration.
(b-c) Amplitude and phase from decompressive recovery at (b1-b2) 2µm and (c1-c2) 45µm
focal planes. (b3) and (c3) are the thickness profiles of microsphere calculated from the
recovered phase through the two lines in (b2) and (c2), shown in blue. The red lines show
the theoretical thickness value of the 4.3µm microsphere.

We would like to point out that the recovered result has worse resolution compared to the ASP
result. There are two reasons causing this: 1) The spirogyra sample is continuously distributed
in z direction, thus the effort to isolate the 3D continuous information into three slices of 2D
distribution introduces some error. 2) The sample is a complicated bio-structure which is not
sparse enough in terms of total variation, where the TwIST algorithm used to recover the solution
to Eq. (5) finds a sparse version of the real sample distribution [23]. The solution has a lower
resolution because a smoother function has a smaller total variation compared to a high resolution
function with more fine features. The decompressive recovery process may be improved by 1)
adding more slices in the reconstruction, and 2) implementing sophisticated sparsity constraint
such as dictionary learning [24].

We also point out that implementing decompressive recovery is optional in the imaging process
of ASFPM. This implementation extracts 3D sample information from the 2D reconstructed
complex sample field at the cost of a much longer additional computational time. Whether
or not to implement decompressive recovery will depend on the imaging requirement and the
computational budget.

5. Conclusion

In summary, we implemented an aperture-scanning-based Fourier ptychographic microscopy
system which reconstructs the complex wavefront from a sequence of intensity measurements.
Compared with the angularly varying illumination configuration of FP, this configuration has
a few advantages: 1)due to the unchanging scattered field originating from the sample in this
scheme, the thin-sample requirement of angularly varying illumination FP is circumvented and
the complex wavefront can be reconstructed by the conventional FP algorithm without additional
computational cost; 2)by imposing a smaller sized aperture at the pupil plane of the objective
lens, ‘pixel super-resolution’ [7] can be realized. In other words, a larger-pixel-size imaging
sensor (CCD or CMOS) with sampling spatial frequency below the Nyquist frequency of the
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Fig. 8. Decompressive recovery of spirogyra sample from Fig. 3. (a1-a2) Amplitude and
phase reconstructed from ASFPM. (b1-d1) Amplitude and (b2-d2) phase recovered from
decompressive recovery at -9µm, 6 µm and 17 µm plane.

objective lens could be used in the imaging system. This may bring down the cost of the imaging
system, or provide images with better noise performance; 3)without the requirement of angularly
varying illumination, FP can be implemented on applications in which the space between sample
and imaging system is not easily accessible, such as wafer inspection and retinal imaging.

In this reported work, aperture scanning is implemented by relaying the objective pupil plane
onto an LCOS spatial light modulator. Comparing to the previously reported system [7] which
uses a mechanically scanning aperture, this aperture scanning scheme can provide faster and
more precise scanning, and more reliable performance over time. Moreover, for the first time to
our knowledge, we demonstrate a microscopic aperture-scanning-based Fourier ptychographic
imaging system. Also, for the first time, we demonstrated a reflective mode aperture-scanning-
based Fourier ptychographic imaging system. We demonstrated applications in imaging thick
biological samples (transmissive mode) and microprocessor surfaces (reflective mode) and digital
refocusing, and we verified the phase we measure is quantitative. Comparing to other wavefront
measurement methods such as digital in line holography [25], ASFPM has several advantages:
no interference measurement is needed to reconstruct the phase information, it is easier to align
the optical system, and it has a low requirement of temporal coherence which results in much
less speckle noise in the reconstructed image.

By the introduction of compressive sensing theory in section 4, we showed that the 3D sample
distribution can be recovered from the 2D complex wavefront measurement. To the best of our
knowledge, this is the first experimental demonstration of decompressive recovery on measured
complex wavefronts. This demonstration shows a broader range of application for ASFPM. Also,
we believe that this demonstration can serve as a reference for other wavefront measurement
techniques to which decompressive recovery can be adapted to expand their applications.
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