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Abstract: The development of optical and computational techniques has enabled imaging without the
need for traditional optical imaging systems. Modern lensless imaging techniques overcome several
restrictions imposed by lenses, while preserving or even surpassing the capability of lens-based
imaging. However, existing lensless methods often rely on a priori information about objects or
imaging conditions. Thus, they are not ideal for general imaging purposes. The recent development
of the speckle-correlation scattering matrix (SSM) techniques facilitates new opportunities for
lensless imaging and sensing. In this review, we present the fundamentals of SSM methods and
highlight recent implementations for holographic imaging, microscopy, optical mode demultiplexing,
and quantification of the degree of the coherence of light. We conclude with a discussion of the
potential of SSM and future research directions.
Keywords: lensless imaging; sensing; holography; speckle; scattering media; microscopy

1. Introduction
Traditionally, lenses have played a critical role in imaging. They collect scattered or emitted light from
an object and convert a diverging wavefront of light into a converging one so that propagating light forms
an image at a distance. However, the use of these optical components imposes several limitations, including
the need for complicated imaging systems and specific imaging conditions, optical aberration, or the lack of
proper materials for certain wavelengths such as deep ultraviolet or X-ray.
An alternative approach to address these issues is lensless imaging, wherein the reversal of
light propagation is achieved numerically rather than physically [1]. For example, lensless imaging
based on holography [2] interprets a recorded image as a hologram, and its digital reconstruction
yields an optical field image of an object [3,4]. In particular, in-line digital holography has been
widely utilized for biomedical and biophysical applications [1,5–7]. However, they are effective
only for weakly scattering objects, and thus have limited applicability. Alternatively, phase retrieval
algorithms [8,9] can be used for lensless imaging that utilizes coherent light. These methods encode
phase information into intensity based on propagation in free space [10,11] and optical fibres [12],
diffraction from masks [13–16], or modulated illumination [17]. Iterative algorithms are then used
to obtain holographic images by utilizing acquired intensity images and pre-defined conditions
as constraints. Similarly, lensless imaging of incoherent light has been demonstrated using coded
apertures [18–22], wavefront shaping [23], scattering layers [24–27], and structured illumination [28].
However, for these methods, a priori information about the imaging conditions and the sample
properties is crucial to correct image reconstruction. Recently, deep learning has been implemented in
lensless imaging using scattering layers and optical fibres [29–35].
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where nhu∗ ◦ vi = u† v for u, v ∈ Cn . For a large oversampling ratio γ = M
N , that is, γ  1,
the orthogonality relations between speckle fields hold, that is, t†i t j ≈ ||ti ||2 δij and t†i t∗j ≈ 0, because of
random phase matching. Finally, Equation (4) is reduced to the following:
Zij = xi x∗j

(5)

from which the complex-coefficients of the incident field x = (x1 , x2 , · · · , xN ) can be retrieved by
eigenvector analysis. The assumption we made in the last step is γ  1. However, in practice,
a significantly large γ is not preferred because this requires significant oversampling of the information.
For this reason, γ is usually set to ~10 in experiments and an additional error reduction algorithm is
employed (see Section 4 for the details of the oversampling ratio and the error reduction algorithm).
3. Implementations
3.1. Reference-Free Holographic Imaging
Holography has proven to be a powerful technique for the measurement of both the amplitude
and phase of light. In particular, quantitative phase imaging facilitates label-free rapid imaging of live
cells and tissues. This approach has been utilized in various biological and clinical applications [61].
Accurate quantification in holography is based on the interference between an unknown field and
a well-defined reference field. Although interferometric methods are simple and powerful, the use
of an external reference field imposes technical challenges [61]. Interferometry generally requires
a coherent light source and a complicated highly stable setup that is not only vulnerable to noise,
but also difficult to realize in practice, for example, in the X-ray regime.
Lee and Park proposed reference-free holographic imaging based on the SSM [36], which is differentiated
by the general principle and deterministic nature of the approach. In the experiment, an optical diffuser
that transforms the incident field into a speckle field was placed in front of an image sensor to perform
holographic imaging (Figure 3a). They calibrated the TM of the diffuser by projecting the image of a spatial
light modulator and a reference beam, followed by a systematic change of the phase of the spatial light
modulator (SLM) (Figure 3b). The calibration is based on phase-shifting interferometry, where three different
phase shifts are applied to each input mode. Additionally, the speckle pattern of the reference beam is
measured. Thus, the total 3N + 1 images were used for N input modes. The calibration time took 20 min for
3960 input modes. After calibration of the TM, the reference beam was blocked, and an object was imaged.
Using the calibrated TM and the speckle image of an object, the Z matrix in Equation (2) is reconstructed.
Then, by performing a singular value decomposition of the Z matrix, the complex coefficients for input
modes are obtained (Equation (5)). The obtained complex coefficient corresponds to the holographic
image of the object. In the experimental demonstration, holographic images of amplitude-modulated and
phase-modulated incident fields were successfully measured (Figure 3c). The holographic image obtained
by scattering from two dices was also measured, demonstrating three-dimensional imaging capability via
numerical propagation (Figure 3d).
Given that the SSM is based on the exact knowledge about a TM, it is advantageous to obtain
a priori information instead of experimental calibration of the TM. For example, a designed scattering
layer can be utilized to address the issue of long-term stability and measurement noise in the calibration.
In this regard, Kwon et al. adopted a metasurface diffuser for holographic imaging based on the
SSM [69]. The metasurface diffuser composed of amorphous silicon (α–Si) cuboids generates speckle
fields similar to an optical diffuser (Figure 4a). Given that the TM of the metasurface diffuser is known
in advance, holographic imaging is achieved by only measuring the speckle pattern. In the experiment,
holographic imaging of amplitude targets was demonstrated with a metasurface diffuser (Figure 4b).
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3.2. High-Resolution Long-Working-Distance Holographic Microscopy

The performance and the imaging condition of a conventional lens-based imaging system vary
greatly depending on the optical components. For example, in optical microscopy, the resolution and
the working distance are inversely related because the objective lens has a fixed focal length and a finite
aperture. The trade-off between resolution and working-distance poses a significant challenge in
imaging three-dimensional samples, as well as samples in bulky containers and devices. A
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3.2. High-Resolution Long-Working-Distance Holographic Microscopy
The performance and the imaging condition of a conventional lens-based imaging system vary
greatly depending on the optical components. For example, in optical microscopy, the resolution and
the working distance are inversely related because the objective lens has a fixed focal length and a finite
aperture. The trade-off between resolution and working-distance poses a significant challenge in imaging
three-dimensional samples, as well as samples in bulky containers and devices. A straightforward solution
to simultaneously achieve high-resolution and long working-distance-imaging is to enlarge the size of the
aperture of the imaging lens. However, this is often impractical because lenses with large apertures suffer
from severe optical aberration. Although there have been attempts to utilize customized objective lenses
with large apertures [70,71], they are typically incompatible with microscopic platforms and introduce
stability issues.
Baek et al. proposed a method to achieve high-resolution long-working-distance imaging by
exploiting the SSM [51]. In the experiment, the detection part of a holographic microscope was replaced
with a scattering layer (Figure 5a). First, the TM was calibrated by modulating incident waves using
a digital micromirror device [72,73]. Speckle patterns were then generated by illuminating samples with
a normally
incident
plane
wave. Finally, amplitude and phase images of microscopic samples, including
Sensors 2020,
20, x FOR
PEER REVIEW
6 of 20
a resolution target and a human red blood cell, were measured by applying the SSM to the speckle
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3.3. Probing Polarization and Coherence of Light
The complete characterization of light must take coherence into account because light can be
partially coherent in space, time, and polarization state. Experimentally, this requires the measurement
of the amplitude, phase, and polarization state of the degree of coherent light, and its statistical
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3.3. Probing Polarization and Coherence of Light
The complete characterization of light must take coherence into account because light can be
partially coherent in space, time, and polarization state. Experimentally, this requires the measurement
of the amplitude, phase, and polarization state of the degree of coherent light, and its statistical
distribution in space and time. For example, Stokes polarimetry [74] uses phase-shifting interferometry
for every possible pair of coherent states. However, such an approach is not practical because of the
enormous number of required measurements.
Lee and Park addressed this issue by generalizing the SSM to incoherent states of light [67].
The generalization was achieved using a birefringent diffuser, which generates spatially uncorrelated
speckle patterns for different polarization states and different wavefronts of the incident light.
For partially coherent or incoherent states of light, the birefringent diffuser generates a speckle
pattern that is a linear summation of speckle patterns owing to the coherent states as follows:
y∗ ◦ y =

X
α

Pα y∗α ◦ yα

(6)

where yα is the speckle field generated by the α-th coherent state and Pα is the statistical weight. In such
a case, the SSM can be expressed as a linear summation of SSMs for coherent states as follows:
Zij =

X P hD
Ei
E D
ED
α
t∗i ◦ t j ◦ y∗α ◦ yα − t∗i ◦ t j y∗α ◦ yα
σi σ j
α

(7)

Following the same steps in Section 2, the SSM can be rewritten as follows:
Zij =

X
α

Pα xi,α x∗j,a

(8)

where xi,α is the complex coefficient of the α-th coherent state for the i-th basis ei . The result shows that
the SSM can be used to generate the amplitude and phase of coherent states along with their statistical
weights from a single speckle image. These measurements represent the coherency matrix in classical
optics, which is analogous to the density matrix in quantum optics.
The experimental demonstration was conducted using an unpolarized laser and a birefringent
diffuser made of rutile nanoparticles. First, the birefringent TM was calibrated using an SLM similar to
the method in [36]. Right circularly-polarized light generated by a polarized or unpolarized HeNe laser
source was modulated using an SLM. As a result, the polarized light has a spatially varying polarization,
whereas the unpolarized light remains unpolarized. The right circularly-polarized has a spatially
varying phase delay. A single coherent speckle pattern is generated in the case of the polarized light.
The SSM method is used to reconstruct holographic images of two orthogonal polarization states,
facilitating the visualization of the spatially varying polarization (Figure 6a). For the unpolarized
light, two incoherent speckle patterns are generated. From Equation (8), the statistical weights of
the right and the left circularly-polarized states are measured. The experimental values are 0.52 and
0.48 for the right and left circularly polarized states, respectively, which is in good agreement with
the expected value of 0.5. At the same time, holographic images of two polarization states were
successfully measured (Figure 6b). Although the demonstration was conducted using two incoherent
polarization states, the result suggests that the SSM can be used to characterize multiple incoherent
states such as spatial partially coherent or incoherent light.
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Gong et al. have demonstrated OAM demultiplexing in a severe scattering environment based on
Gong et al. have demonstrated OAM demultiplexing in a severe scattering environment based on the
the SSM [79]. In the experiment, OAM states generated by the digital micromirror device are scattered
SSM [79]. In the experiment, OAM states generated by the digital micromirror device are scattered by the
Sensors
2020, 20,
x; doi:
PEER REVIEW
www.mdpi.com/journal/sensors
media
(Figure
7a).
TheFOR
free-space
propagation of the scattered OAM states generates
a speckle pattern at the
image sensor. By exploiting the SSM, Gong and colleagues successfully recovered the input OAM states from
the speckle image. The estimated weights for OAM states exhibited good agreements with the correct values
with an error rate of less than 10% for monochromatic light (Figure 7b). This is in contrast with holographic
demultiplexing, wherein the demultiplexing fails even for small misalignment. Further experiments have
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3.5. Measuring the Transmission Matrix of a Multi-Mode Fibre
A known TM of an optical system such as a scattering media or a multi-mode fibre allows for
direct control and the detection of waves [39,43,63]. However, the calibration of the TM is largely
based on interferometry, which involves the modulation of incident waves and the measurement of the
interference between a scattered and a reference wave [37,48]. As such, interferometric methods require
bulky setups and high-stability throughout the calibration procedure. As an alternative, common-path
interferometry or phase retrieval algorithms can be used. Common-path interferometry utilizes
an unmodulated speckle field as a reference [38,50,80]. Although this obviates the need for external
reference beams, the calibrated TM is not perfect because of the unknown amplitude and phase of the
speckle reference. Phase retrieval algorithms use pre-defined incident patterns and utilize intensity
images of the transmitted waves to identify the TM [81–85]. However, they require a large number of
measurements for precise calibration and the uniqueness of the iterative algorithm is unclear.
Huang et al. proposed a method to calibrate the TM based on the SSM and an iterated extended
Kalman filter [52]. Conceptually, they switch the role of the input field and the TM of a conventional
SSM. They define the modulation matrix X, which is the set of known input fields xk as row vectors,
X = (x1 , x2 , · · · xL )T

(9)

where L is the number of different input modes that were attempted. We can then define the output
matrix using the TM as follows:
Y = XTT
(10)

T
where, similarly, Y = y1 , y2, · · · , yL and yk = Txk . If the modulation matrix X is set to follow a complex
Gaussian distribution, the modified SSM can be applied to each column vector of Equation (10),
Z0ijk =

E D
ED
Ei
1 hD ∗
si ◦ s j ◦ u∗k ◦ uk − s∗i ◦ s j u∗k ◦ uk
σi σ j

(11)

where si and uk are the i- and k-th columns of X and Y, respectively, and σi = s∗i ◦ si . Following the
steps in Section 2, singular value decomposition of Equation (11) results in the k-th column vector of
TT (or the row vector of T).
Huang et al. refined the result of the SSM using an iterated extended Kalman filter, wherein the
measurement error induced by Gaussian random noise is minimized via an iterative algorithm
(Figure 8a). Numerical simulation revealed that L = 4N modulations for N input modes result in a correct
TM from which ideal wavefront shaping performance is achieved (Figure 8b,c). In an experiment
with a multi-mode fibre, the TM was successfully measured, and enhancement of the focal intensity
of 286 (P1 in Figure 8c) with 520 input modes was achieved. Without the extended Kalman filter,
the achieved enhancement was 76 (P10 in Figure 8c). This work demonstrates that the SSM can be
utilized in other linear systems to measure signals, other than holographic images.
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4. Criteria for SSM
4. Criteria for SSM
In this section, we discuss the conditions under which the SSM method can achieve the desired
In this section, we discuss the conditions under which the SSM method can achieve the desired
performance, and an iterative algorithm to improve the quality of reconstructed images.
performance, and an iterative algorithm to improve the quality of reconstructed images.

4.1. Complex Gaussian Statistics of Speckle Fields
The key assumption in Equation (3) is the complex Gaussian distribution of the entities in a
TM [57,86,87]. This condition can be tested using the dimensionless conductance g [88], defined as follows:
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4.1. Complex Gaussian Statistics of Speckle Fields
The key assumption in Equation (3) is the complex Gaussian distribution of the entities in a TM [57,86,87].
This condition can be tested using the dimensionless conductance g [88], defined as follows:
g ≈ 2πAλ−2 T

(12)

where A is the beam size that is incident on the diffusive or scattering layer, λ is the wavelength of the
incident light, and T is the mean transmittance of the layer. It is known that the TM has uncorrelated
random numbers when g  M for sufficiently large N and M [88], which is indicative of a complex
Gaussian distribution of the TM according to the central limit theorem. The condition g  M can be
satisfied by adjusting the beam size, the number of output modes, or using a different diffusive or
scattering layer. For example, the works of [51,67] indicate g values of approximately 2 × 108 , which is
much greater than their respective output modes of 5 × 105 and 5 × 104 .
In addition to the complex Gaussian distribution of the TM, the transmitted field y must follow
a complex Gaussian distribution. Although, in most cases, y follows a complex Gaussian distribution
for an uncorrelated TM, there are exceptions wherein non-Gaussian speckle images are produced.
Wavefront shaping and optical phase conjugation techniques have demonstrated that the transmitted
field can yield a focus [43,64] or images [89,90], by appropriately controlling the incident fields.
In these examples, y does not follow a complex Gaussian distribution and Equation (3) does not hold.
Nevertheless, these exceptions do not limit the applicability of the SSM because random speckles can
be easily generated by translating or tilting the scattering layers [90,91].
Finally, it is important to choose an appropriate basis for the SSM. This is because a change of the
basis can dramatically change the statistics of the elements of the TM. For instance, the diagonalization
of an uncorrelated TM results in a diagonal matrix wherein the columns do not follow complex
Gaussian statistics. Conversely, it is also possible to construct a complex Gaussian TM even in the
absence of a diffusive or scattering layer with a change of basis. Thus, the TM should be carefully
analyzed for a given basis to fully exploit the advantages of the SSM.
4.2. Oversampling Ratio
A large oversampling ratio is necessary to ensure the orthogonality between the speckle fields,
otherwise Equation (4) cannot be reduced to Equation (5). In principle, the larger the oversampling
ratio, the more accurate the SSM. The results of numerical simulations show that the SSM alone provides
a correct solution when the oversampling ratio is much greater than 10 [36] (Figure 9). However,
when incoherent input modes are considered, the required oversampling ratio linearly increases with
the total number of incoherent modes [67]. In practice, a large oversampling ratio is difficult to achieve
because an image sensor has a finite pixel count, and a reduction in the number of input modes
negatively impacts the field of view or resolution. For this reason, an iterative algorithm is usually
employed (see Section 4.3).
It should be emphasized that the effective number of output modes is determined by the number
of speckles, not by the pixel count of an image sensor. Thus, optimizing the size of a speckle grain is
crucial to maximize the oversampling ratio, and to improve the image quality using the SSM. Typically,
adjusting the distance between a scattering layer and the image sensor or the size of the incident beam
can control the size of a speckle grain. However, as the oversampling ratio increases, fewer pixels of
an image sensor are allocated to a speckle. This could lead to noise in speckle images because of the
limited signal-to-noise ratio of an image sensor.
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