
system with a recently developed scheme based on single-atom-
resolved detection24. It is the high sensitivity of this method that
allowed us to reduce the modulation amplitude by almost an order
of magnitude compared with earlier experiments20,21 and to stay well
within the linear response regime (Supplementary Information).

The results for selected lattice depths V0 are shown in Fig. 2b. We
observe a gapped response with an asymmetric overall shape that will
be analysed in the following paragraphs. Notably, the maximum
observed temperature after modulation is well below the ‘melting’
temperature for a Mott insulator in the atomic limit25, Tmelt < 0.2U/kB

(kB, Boltzmann’s constant), demonstrating that our experiments probe
the quantum gas in the degenerate regime. To obtain numerical values
for the onset of spectral response, we fitted each spectrum with an error
function centred at a frequency n0 (Fig. 2b, black lines). With j
approaching jc, the shift of the gap to lower frequencies is already
visible in the raw data (Fig. 2b) and becomes even more apparent for
the fitted gap n0 as a function of j/jc (Fig. 2a, filled circles). The n0 values
are in quantitative agreement with a prediction for the Higgs gap nSF at
commensurate filling (solid line):
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Here h denotes Planck’s constant. This value is based on an analysis of
variations around a mean-field state7,16 (throughout the manuscript,
we have rescaled jc in the theoretical calculations to match the value
jc<0:06 obtained from quantum Monte Carlo simulations26).

The sharpness of the spectral onset can be quantified by the width of
the fitted error function, which is shown as vertical dashed lines in
Fig. 2a. Approaching the critical point, the spectral onset becomes
sharper, and the width normalized to the centre frequency n0 remains
constant (Supplementary Fig. 3). The constancy of this ratio indicates
that the width of the spectral onset scales with the distance to the
critical point in the same way as the gap frequency.

We observe similar gapped responses in the Mott insulating regime
(Supplementary Information and Fig. 5a), with the gap closing con-
tinuously when approaching the critical point (Fig. 2a, open circles).
We interpret this as a result of combined particle and hole excitations
with a frequency given by the Mott excitation gap that closes at the
transition point16. The fitted gaps are consistent with the Mott gap
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where nMI is the Mott gap as predicted by mean-field theory16 (Fig. 2a,
dashed line).

The observed softening of the onset of spectral response in the
superfluid regime has led to an identification of the experimental
signal with a response from collective excitations of Higgs type. To
gain further insight into the full in-trap response, we calculated the
eigenspectrum of the system in a Gutzwiller approach16,22 (Methods
and Supplementary Information). The result is a series of discrete
eigenfrequencies (Fig. 3a), and the corresponding eigenmodes show
in-trap superfluid density distributions, which are reminiscent of the
vibrational modes of a drum (Fig. 3b). The frequency of the lowest-
lying amplitude-like eigenmode n0,G closely follows the long-wave-
length prediction for homogeneous commensurate filling nSF over a
wide range of couplings j/jc until the response rounds off in the vicinity
of the critical point due to the finite size of the system (Fig. 3c). Fitting
the low-frequency edge of the experimental data can be interpreted as
extracting the frequency of this mode, which explains the good
quantitative agreement with the prediction for the homogeneous com-
mensurate filling in Fig. 2a. Modes at different frequencies from the
lowest-lying amplitude-like mode broaden the spectrum only above
the onset of spectral response.

An eigenmode analysis, however, does not yield any information
about the finite spectral width of the modes, which stems from the
interaction between amplitude and phase excitations. We will consider
the question of the spectral width by analysing the low-, intermediate-
and high-frequency parts of the response separately. We begin by
examining the low-frequency part of the response, which is expected
to be governed by a process coupling a virtually excited amplitude
mode to a pair of phase modes with opposite momenta. As a result,
the response of a strongly interacting, two-dimensional superfluid is
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Figure 1 | Illustration of the Higgs mode and experimental sequence.
a, Classical energy density V as a function of the order parameter Y. Within the
ordered (superfluid) phase, Nambu–Goldstone and Higgs modes arise from
phase and amplitude modulations (blue and red arrows in panel 1). As the
coupling j 5 J/U (see main text) approaches the critical value jc, the energy
density transforms into a function with a minimum at Y 5 0 (panels 2 and 3).
Simultaneously, the curvature in the radial direction decreases, leading to a
characteristic reduction of the excitation frequency for the Higgs mode. In the
disordered (Mott insulating) phase, two gapped modes exist, respectively
corresponding to particle and hole excitations in our case (red and blue arrow in
panel 3). b, The Higgs mode can be excited with a periodic modulation of the
coupling j, which amounts to a ‘shaking’ of the classical energy density
potential. In the experimental sequence, this is realized by a modulation of the
optical lattice potential (see main text for details). t 5 1/nmod; Er, lattice recoil
energy.
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