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This paper presents parameter studies to find the optimum conditions for the production of a cold
highly ionized plasma suitable for the generation of recombination x-ray lasers. The effect of
space-charge fields on the residual electron energy of optical-field-ionized plasmas is studied using a
classical theory of above-threshold ionization and particle-in-cell simulations. The dependence of
the residual energy on the pump-laser wavelength and peak intensity is strongly influenced by the
dependence of the quiver energy on these parameters. The effect of space-charge fields indicates
that the residual energy can be minimized by a suitable matching of the laser pulse length to the
plasma density. The effect of collisional heating on the residual energy is also discussed.

I. INTRODUCTION

There are two ways of implementing the recombination
scheme to produce x-ray lasing in optical-field-ionized
plasmas. The “traditional” approach involves conditions
in which the temperature of the plasma is rapidly de-
creased.! 7 Cooling is achieved either by rapid expan-
sion® or by radiative cooling.” The gain increases as the
plasma cools, and peaks well after the pump laser is over.
The population inversions are produced between excited
states of the recombining ions. The time scale for the
gain duration is thus of the order of a recombination
time, and is referred to as the quasi-steady-state regime.
X-ray lasing has been reported from laser-produced plas-
mas using these rapid cooling techniques.”°

The other approach involves optical-field-ionized plas-
mas consisting of fully stripped ions (or heliumlike ions)
and cold electrons.>'® Immediately after the pump laser
pulse, inversion occurs in hydrogenlike ions (or lithium-
like ions) during the initial cascade of population through
the excited levels of the ion. The gain duration is of the
order of the radiative lifetime of the lasing transition,
which is short compared with the recombination time,
and is referred to as the transient regime. X-ray lasing
using this approach has not been implemented to date.
However, recent advances in high-intensity ultrashort-
pulse lasers make this approach feasible. The major ad-
vantage of short-pulse laser-pumped x-ray lasers is their
ability to access very short-wavelength resonance lines
with high efficiency at achievable pump intensities.
Moreover, this approach provides an ideal way of prepar-
ing the target medium for producing gain later in time on
the type of transitions encountered in rapidly cooled
recombination lasers.

There are two conditions that must be satisfied in order
to produce gain using ultrashort-pulse lasers. The first
condition is that the target media must be ionized to the
fully stripped state (or to the heliumlike state to imple-
ment lithiumlike recombination schemes). Short-pulse
low-frequency lasers with intensities of over 10'® W/cm?
have been demonstrated clearly and equipment designed
to produce 10'8-10?! W/cm? is under construction in
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several laboratories.!'"?° Laser intensities around 107
W/cm? are sufficient to produce fully stripped lithium
ions or heliumlike neon ions.

The second condition that must be satisfied is that the
residual electron energy produced immediately after the
pump laser pulse must be low enough so that the system
is far from ionization equilibrium and strong three-body
recombination commences immediately. This condition
can be achieved if the electrons can be persuaded to re-
turn most of their quiver energy to the laser field.>'°
Analysis of the dynamics of single electrons in plane-
wave electromagnetic fields suggest that this may be pos-
sible using linearly polarized light, provided the electrons
produced during the ionization process have low energies
and interact only with the plane-wave radiation.?!:2?

Field-induced ionization produces a distribution of
surplus electron energy in excess of that due to the
coherent oscillation of the free electron in the elec-
tromagnetic field. This excess electron energy has been
observed experimentally and has come to be known as
above-threshold ionization (ATI).2*72¢ In the regime of
interest to recombination x-ray lasing, the electron quiver
energy is much greater than the ionization potential and
the photon energy of the pumping laser. In this regime
ATI can be understood from classical considera-
tions.!%2%26 Classically, the excess electron energy can be
attributed to the mismatch between the phase at the in-
stant of ionization and the crest of the electromagnetic
wave.!® For linearly polarized light the ionization occurs
predominantly at those parts of the optical cycle in which
the field has its greatest magnitude, and the average ATI
energy is small. Thus the ATI energy may be kept well
below the ionization potential of the ion in question.

In addition to the ATI energy, there are other factors
that could contribute to the residual electron energy.
These are (i) plasma oscillations, (ii) elastic electron-ion
collisions, and (iii) spatial inhomogeneities in the laser
field. The first factor is significant if the space-charge
forces are not too strong. Plasma oscillations can result
from the ponderomotive expulsion of the electrons during
the laser pulse. After the pulse the space-charge force be-
tween these electrons and the “stationary” ions causes
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these electrons to rush back in. The electrons oscillate as
the total energy flips between the space-charge field ener-
gy and the kinetic energy. This energy is eventually con-
verted to thermal energy by collisions.

The second factor could become significant for long
pulses. Collisional heating associated with elastic
electron-ion collisions could increase the residual energy
by transferring energy from ordered quiver motion to
random motion. This is known as strong-field inverse
bremsstrahlung.

The third factor becomes significant for tightly focused
laser beams. The ponderomotive expulsion of the elec-
trons could cause some electrons to leave the laser focus.
These electrons acquire an energy equal to the pondero-
motive potential. This is known as ponderomotive heat-
ing. In the literature ATI often includes contributions
from this effect.

The purpose of this paper is to provide a systematic
study of the contributions of the various heating process-
es to the residual electron energy. We study the sensitivi-
ty of the residual electron energy to the system parame-
ters. These parameters are the ion density, laser-pulse
length, wavelength, intensity, and spot size. It has been
previously suggested that in order to keep the residual
electron energy small, the electrons must interact with
the electromagnetic field in a nearly adiabatic fashion as
the laser pulse passes. However, the consequent limits on
the pulse length have not been established. It has also
not been determined quantitatively how much effect the
space-charge field has on the interaction between the
electrons and the laser field.

The calculation of the ATI energy is dependent on the
ionization rate. In highly intense fields light atoms will
be completely stripped and heavy atoms will lose most of
their electrons. The natural frequencies of the remaining
electrons are very high compared with the frequency of
the lasers in current use, so the high-field ionization rates
depend very weakly on the laser frequency and can be es-
timated from dc tunneling rates. In Sec. II we compare
various models?’ 73! of high-field ionization in order to
indicate the sensitivity of the ATI energy on the rate for-
mula. In Sec. III the classical theory of ATI is used to
show how the residual electron energy depends on the
laser wavelength, peak intensity, spot size, and pulse
length.

Even if plasma oscillations are not established the
space-charge forces could modify the ATI energy. When
there are substantial space-charge forces the points, in
time and space, at which the electron energy is minimum
do not correspond to the points where the laser field is
maximum. Thus there is no reason to expect that the
electrons created near the crest of the electromagnetic
wave will return most of their quiver energy to the field.?
In Sec. IV we study how the presence of a space-charge
field affects the ATI energy. It is shown that by properly
matching the laser-pulse length to the strength of the
space-charge force, the residual energy can be reduced
significantly.

Computer simulations of the effects of space-charge
forces on the electron dynamics are given in Sec. V. The
inclusion of the laser ionization process in the simulation
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provides for an initial plasma profile and ionization levels
which are consistent with the prescribed laser pulse. The
simulations employ a particle-in-cell code in which the
space-charge forces are calculated consistently from the
spatial distribution of the charges.’>” % The residual
electron energy is presented as a function of the gas den-
sity, laser wavelength, pulse length, and spot size. It is
shown that there are two resonant regions that produce
large residual electron energies. One is where the plasma
period is close to the laser oscillation period; the other is
where the plasma period is close to the pulse length. In
the high-density region in which the plasma oscillations
are suppressed, it is shown that the residual energy varies
approximately as the cube of the laser wavelength, and is
independent of the spot size. The results of the simula-
tion are consistent with the classical theory of ATI in the
presence of space-charge forces. The effect of collisional
heating is discussed in Sec. V1.

II. PHOTOIONIZATION IN VERY STRONG FIELDS

The lasers currently being used for short-pulse experi-
ments range from neodynium glass lasers, with A=1 um
and fiw=1.2 eV to excimer lasers such as KrF, with
A=0.25 ym and #iw=5 eV. For laser intensities above
10'® W/cm?, light atoms will be completely stripped and
heavy atoms will lose many electrons. The electrons that
remain bound as the laser intensity rises to its maximum
value have high ionization potentials and high natural
frequencies compared with that of the driving laser. To
the ions that are found in the focal region near the center
of the laser pulse, the laser frequency appears to be very
low. Thus the high-field ionization rates depend very
weakly on frequency and can be computed from dc tun-
neling rates.?

The level of ionization reached during the laser pulse
can be estimated using a simple Coulomb-barrier model.
The threshold intensity for the production of charge state
Z through the ionization of an electron with effective
principal quantum number n.4 can be found by examin-
ing the combined potential formed by the Coulomb po-
tential and the external electric field. If the field depres-
sion of the potential barrier exceeds the binding energy of
the electron, ionization will occur rapidly. If the Stark-
shift level is ignored, the resulting field strength is

Z3
Ey=

- 4 a.u.
16n g

where E, , is the atomic field strength (5.1X10° V/cm).
The effective quantum number is obtained by equating
the ionization potential U; of the critical electron orbit
with (Z%/n%g)Uy,

ho—_Z

(U g
where Uy is the ionization potential of hydrogen (=13.6
eV) and Z refers to the residual charge seen by this elec-
tron. Allowance for the Stark shift increases the thresh-
old field by a factor of approximately 50%. This leads to
a threshold intensity
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Experiments by Augst et al.3! have shown that for a laser
wavelength of 1 ym and pulse length of 1 ps, the ioniza-
tion of noble gases can be accurately described by this dc
tunneling model. One of the important features observed
in the experiments by Augst et al. is the dependence of
the threshold laser intensity on both the ionization poten-
tial and the charge state of the species.

Figure 1 shows the laser intensity required to produce
various ions that are of interest to x-ray lasing. The asso-
ciated x-ray laser wavelengths corresponding to each ion
are also shown. Intensities as low as 10'® W/cm? are
sufficient to produce lasing in helium or nitrogen, while
intensities between 10:8 and 10" W/cm? are required to
produce lasing at 33 A in carbon. The threshold intensi-
ties shown in Fig. 1 are close to those calculated by Bur-
nett and Corkum,'® who used the ionization rate formula
for hydrogenlike ions.?® In their calculation the required
laser intensities were obtained by requiring an ionization

rate of 102 s L. |
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The Keldysh formula®’ for the ionization rate is com-
monly used to describe high-intensity laser-atom interac-
tions. An important feature of the Keldysh theory is that
the ionization rate is determined more by the properties
of the outgoing electron than by the details of the atomic
structure. The full form of the Keldysh formula for the
ionization rate is

W aw | GO 2 y | Uite)
| o (1+92)172 Y e
U;(w) (1472172
X — sinh~ly —y—"L—— |1, (2
exp 7o YT

where y is the tunneling parameter given by

Y=o eE ’

E is the electric field strength, » is the laser frequency,
and U;(0) is the field-free ionization potential. The other
terms in the formula are

Uy(0)=Uj(0) 1+—1;},
2y

S Ul(w) . e 2 Uz(w)+1 Ul(w)+ . h—] Y

" e |2 | <ﬁw > i T T

172
2y <U,-(a)) > Uj(w)
+1)— +
1+ |\ e I ’

—[* 2_,2

d(x) foexp(t x2)dt .

The factor 4 in Eq. (2) is of order unity and accounts for
a weak dependence upon the details of the atom.

The tunneling ionization theory of Ammosov, Delone,
and Krainov®® is also commonly used to describe laser-
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FIG. 1. Laser intensity [calculated using Eq. (1)] required to
produce various ions of interest to recombination x-ray lasing.
The candidate x-ray laser wavelengths are also shown.

atom interactions in strong fields. The ionization rate is
given by

2 3 B 2n,5—1.5
W=1.61wa.u,—z4—5 10.87—24—
N g n e E
2 723 Eyy
X st , 3
exp 3, E (3)

where o, , is the atomic unit of frequency (=4.1Xx10'°
s~ 1). It has been pointed out by Ammosov et al.’® that
Eq. (3) agrees well with experimental data®® on tunnel
ionization (using a 1-ns, 10-um laser) of atoms and atomic
ions of noble gases.

Figure 2 shows the ionization rates for neon as calcu-
lated using the full Keldysh formula and the Ammosov et
al. formula. The Keldysh ionization rates are weakly
dependent on the laser wavelength for the low charge
states. The dependence on wavelength grows stronger at
the higher charge states. The Ammosov et al. ionization
rates are much larger than the Keldysh rates. Experi-
ments by Perry et al.’” (using a 1-ps, 0.586-um laser with
intensities of 10"°-5X 10" W/cm? show that the Kel-
dysh theory is good only for the production of the first
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charge state. Later experiments by Augst et al.’! (using a
1-ps, 1-um laser with intensities of 10'*~5X 10'® W/cm?)
confirm that the Ammosov et al. rates are in better
agreement with the data than the Keldysh rates.
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FIG. 2. Ionization rates for neon calculated using (a) full
Keldysh formula [Eq. (2)] with A=1064 nm, (b) full Keldysh
formula with A =248 nm, and (c) Ammosov et al. tunneling for-
mula [Eq. (3)].
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The critical laser intensity required for ionization is
usually defined as that required to yield an ionization rate
of 102 s~1. Figure 3 shows a plot of the critical laser in-
tensity as a function of the ionization potential for the
first eight charge states of neon. The Keldysh formula is
in good agreement with the Coulomb-barrier model only
for the first two charge states. For the higher charge
states, the Ammosov et al. formula is in better agree-
ment with the Coulomb-barrier model. Considering that
the experiments®"3%37 are in discord with the Keldysh
theory, and in good agreement with the Ammosov et al.
theory and the Coulomb-barrier model, we choose to do
our calculations using the latter.

III. ABOVE-THRESHOLD IONIZATION

The electrons that interact with the laser are created
by photoionization during the pulse. For lasers with in-
tensities greater than 10'® W/cm? the quiver energy ac-
quired by the electrons is much greater than the ioniza-
tion potentials of the ions. For laser wavelengths of
0.25-1 um the photon energy is much less than the ion-
ization potentials or the quiver energy. In this case ATI
can be understood from classical considerations. Burnett
and Corkum!® have shown that the excess electron ener-
gy can be attributed to the mismatch between the phase
of the ionization and the crest of the electromagnetic
wave. In this section we show, using this classical theory
of ATI, how the residual electron energy depends on the
laser parameters (such as wavelength, peak intensity, spot
size, and pulse length).

Consider an electron that is created at rest at time ¢, in
an electric field E, = Esinwt (plane-polarized laser). The
electron motion is given by

eEO
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w
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FIG. 3. Critical laser intensity required to produce the first
eight charge states of neon. The required laser intensities are
calculated using the Coulomb-barrier model [Eq. (1)], the Am-
mosov et al. formula [Eq. (3)], and the full Keldysh formula
[Eq. (2) with A=248 nm]. The critical laser intensity in the Am-
mosov et al. and Keldysh formulas is defined as that required to
yield an ionization rate of 10'2s71,
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and the corresponding average kinetic energy is
252
1

. € Lo
?m(x 2)= 4mw2(1+200s2a)t0) .

The first term in the parenthesis is the energy of the
coherent oscillatory motion and the second is the energy
of the direct translational motion. The second term
represents the surplus electron energy, in excess of the
coherent quiver energy, and is what has come to be
known as the ATI energy. If the ionization occurs when
Esinwt, is maximum, i.e., when ¢ =wt,=m/2, then the
electron has no energy other than its quiver energy ¢,.
On the other hand, an electron ionized at some arbitrary
phase mismatch A will acquire a residual kinetic energy
s=2sqcos2Acp. The average ATI energy is thus!”

2f0ﬁ/2W(E((,D),U,-,Z)Cosztpdtp
[ W(E @), U, 2)de

(e)=¢, s 4

where W(E(g),U;,Z) is the ionization rate, which is a
function of the time-dependent field E (wt?), ionization po-
tential U;, and charge state Z.

Figure 4 shows the average ATI energy of an electron
as a function of the ionization potential in neon. In Fig.
4(a) the quiver energies are 1.06 X 10°, 3.20X10* and
5.74%10° eV for wavelengths of 1064, 586, and 248 nm,
respectively. In Fig. 4(b) the quiver energies are
5.74X10°% 5.74X10% and 5.74X10' eV for intensities of
10'%, 10", and 10'® W/cm?, respectively. Note that the
residual energy is larger for an electron that is released
from a lower-ion-charge state. This is because when the
ionization potential is small, the electron is released early
in the optical cycle, and thus the phase mismatch is large.
The dependence of the ATI energy on laser intensity and
wavelength is strongly influenced by the dependence of
the quiver energy on these parameters.

We can generalize Eq. (4) to give the average residual
energy of all electrons by considering the number of elec-
trons produced from the various charge states. Let n;(¢)
be the number density of charge state j at time ¢. The
evolution of n;(7) is given by a series of first-order cou-
pled differential equations. Assuming a stepwise ioniza-
tion process,

flo(t):—W[(t)no(f) ’
flj(t):Wj(t)n (t)_Wj+1(t)nj(t) »
(8, (5)

j—1

where W,(¢) is the ionization rate for the production of
charge state j.

For a pulsed laser beam we take into account the time
dependence of the field amplitude. We assume a time
J

Zmax

t
max
S f sech?
0

j=

2(t —t

max )

n (YW (E (1)
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FIG. 4. Average ATI energy of a single electron [calculated
using Eq. (4)] as a function of ionization potential for neon.
Shown are (a) effect of laser wavelength at a peak intensity of
10" W/cm?, and (b) effect of laser peak intensity at a wave-
length of 248 nm. The field varies as E,sinwt, where E, is con-
stant. The ionization rates are calculated using Eq. (3).

profile for a laser pulse in which the intensity varies as’’

22 —timax)
\I(t)=Iosech2 —_—

Tp

where ¢, is the time at which the laser pulse reaches its
peak value. The field is then

2(t —t

Tp

max )

E (t)=Eysech sinwt . (6)

Since the pulse length 7, is much greater than an optical

cycle time 27 /w, the average ATI energy is

,U,,j)cos’ot dt

(e)=¢,
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z ! max 2( t t
hZ
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FIG. 5. Evolution of the relative population of the charge
state in (a) neon and (b) lithium, for a 100-fs laser pulse with a
peak intensity of 10'"® W/cm?. The field varies according to Eq.
(6), with an optical cycle of 3.5 fs (A=1064 nm).

Figure 5 shows the evoluation of the charge-state pop-
ulations in neon and lithium for a 100-fs laser pulse with
a peak intensity of 10'®* W/cm?. The ionization potential
for neutral neon is 21.6 eV, while that for neutral lithium
is only 5.4 eV. Thus a larger number of electrons are
released in lithium very early in the pulse, as compared to
neon. These electrons account for the larger average ATI
energy in lithium. Also note that the ATI energy for the
case of a pulsed laser field is less than the ATI energy for
a constant amplitude field. This is because for a pulsed
field, most of the electrons from each ion charge state are
released while the amplitude of the field is close to the
critical field of that ion.

Figure 6 shows the residual energies in neon and lithi-
um as a function of (a) wavelength, (b) peak intensity, and
(c) pulse length. The residual energy varies with wave-
length as A2, as expected, since the ionization rate formu-
la used is independent of wavelength, and the dependence
on wavelength comes only through the quiver energy.
For neon the dependence on peak intensity goes as 1%%%,
while for lithium it goes as I''%. This indicates that the
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variation of residual energy with intensity is also strongly
influenced by the quiver energy. The residual energy is
inversely proportional to the pulse length, but the depen-
dence is very weak.

Consider a laser beam with a Gaussian spatial profile

100 fsec pulse

Residual Energy (eV)

full lines -
(a) dashed lines -

Neon
Lithium

10°

Wavelength (nm)

= 13

100 fsec pulse - -k

Residual Energy (eV)
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10 T
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1 -
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10 T
10° 10
Pulse Length (fsec)

FIG. 6. Residual energy [calculated using Eq. (7)] in neon
(full lines) and lithium (dashed lines) as a function of (a) wave-
length, (b) peak intensity, and (c) pulse length.
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I(r,t)=I(t)exp(—r2/r3) 10t
€
where 7, is the spot size. The residual energy goes as I”, e
where n is approximately 1. Performing a spatial average 10° 5
of the residual energy therefore gives 1 of the values < .
shown in Fig. 6, and independent of the spot size. 2 102 - L
The critical laser intensity for the production of heli- 2 T
umlike neon and bare lithium is around 10'7 W/cm? (see T T \
Fig. 1). With this peak intensity, a 100-fs laser pulse 5193 3
operating with a wavelength of 248 nm will produce aver- 3 Neon
age residual electron energies around 80 eV (Fig. 6), or < 10° 4 . . L
around 40 eV if we take the spatial average as well. The 10 e o
ionization potentials for bare lithium and heliumlike neon
are 122 and 239 eV, respectively. Thus the residual ener- 107

gies are not low enough to permit rapid recombination in
these ions. In the next section we show how the presence
of a space-charge field modifies the residual energy.

IV. EFFECT OF SPACE CHARGE
ON ABOVE-THRESHOLD IONIZATION

For high-density plasmas the motion of the electrons
produces strong space-charge forces which modify the
electron dynamics and the propagation of the pulse. In
this section we study the generalization of the average
ATTI energy formulas [Egs. (4) and (7)] for the case in
which the space-charge effects are represented by a po-
tential and the effects of the electron motion upon laser
propagation are neglected. To provide a simple model
for the space-charge effect, we will add a harmonic re-
storing force,

J

. eE,
%=

2_
m (@, —©

and the corresponding average kinetic energy is
Im(x?)=¢, [1+2f (0,0,,t)],

where the modified quiver energy is

Fi ¢ )= 1 sin(2rw, /©)
ex @ @prfol=17 2m0, /o
@, T
+ % (wziwz)sin E
p

The function f,, represents the excess electron energy,
and is equal to cos’wt, when @, =0. For the plasma den-
sities and laser wavelengths of interest, ®, <w. What is
immediately obvious is that the space-charge field is not
significant in reducing the quiver energy. Any reduction
in the residual energy therefore will have to come
through the energy excess function f,.

The ATI energy of a single electron in a constant am-
plitude field is

N [ coswt +cosw, t(w coswtycosw,ty+ @, sinwtsinw, f) —sinw, t (o coswtysinw, o — o

mp/w 10°

FIG. 7. Average ATI energy of a single electron [calculated
using Egs. (8) and (9)] as a function of w, /w for various charge
states of neon. Also shown is the modified quiver energy. The
field varies as Esinwt, where E, is constant. E, and  corre-

spond to an intensity of 107 W/cm? and a wavelength of 248
nm, respectively.

eE,

x +(o[2,x =— sinwt .

We will refer to o, as the plasma frequency, although its
role in our calculation is only through its control of the
strength of the restoring force. Consider an electron that
is created at rest at x=0 at time ¢,. The electron motion
is then given by

pSINWI(COSW, 1) ]

and

{cos(2w,1y)[ cos’wt, —(w, /o )%sinwt ] t(w, /0)sin(2wt,)sin(2w, 24 )}

[coswtocosw, ty+(w, /w)sinwtsinw, ty] . (8)

2f0"/2"’W(E(t),U,,Z)fex<w,wp,r)dt

(e)=¢ =
‘ JT W E @, U, Z)ar

9)

In this model we have assumed that the ionization rate is
controlled by the applied field. Figure 7 shows the ATI
energy of a single electron, coming from various charge
states of neon, as a function of the ratio w,/o. Also
shown in Fig. 7 is the modified quiver energy. For an
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electron coming from the low-ion-charge states, the
reduction in excess energy due to f. is easily
overwhelmed by the increase in the quiver energy. On
the other hand, for the high-ion-charge states large

|
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reductions in residual energy can be achieved as the
space-charge force is increased.

For a pulsed laser field, the ATI energy averaged over
all charge states is

zmax tmax
23 [ T O (0OWHE @, U, ))f o 0,0, 0dt
(e)=e, | : 1o
3 [T On 0w E®, U, jHde
ji=1
—
where T (1) is the time profile of the laser intensity (sech? @y Toplse =T/2 (11)

in our case). Figure 8 shows the residual energy for neon
and lithium as a function of w,/w for various pulse
lengths. The modulation of the field amplitude has intro-
duced an interesting effect on the excess energy. A
minimum in the residual energy is achieved when

1 fsec pulse |

Residual Energy (eV)
S

% W 10 fsec pulse
100 fsec pulse

10'® wiem? |
248 nm

104 1072 1072 10" 10°
o /o
p

104 4 1 " il Laal £ |
] Lithium

Residual Energy (eV)

- 41 tsec pulse [
10 fsec pulse [

10'® wem?
248 nm
10’ T — a T
107 10° 102 10" 10°
o /o
p

FIG. 8. Residual energy [calculated using Egs. (8) and (10)],
at various laser pulse lengths, as a function of ©, /w for (a) neon
and (b) lithium. The peak laser intensity is 10'® W/cm? and the
wavelength is 248 nm. The data points are drawn to show the
resolution, in , /w, of the calculation.

(where we have rewritten the symbol for the pulse length
in order to distinguish it from the plasma period). This
minimum energy is much less than the residual energy
without any space-charge effect. The condition given by
Eq. (11) seems to be independent of the ion species, as
shown in Fig. 8. It is also independent of the peak inten-
sity and wavelength, as shown in Fig. 9.

\./ 1 fsec pulse |
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FIG. 9. Residual energy in neon, for comparison with Fig.

8(a), showing the effect of (a) peak laser intensity and (b) wave-
length.
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FIG. 10. Residual energy in neon [calculated using Eqgs. (8)
and (10)] as a function of pulse length. The peak laser intensity
is 10'® W/cm? and the wavelength is 248 nm. The data points
are drawn to show the resolution, in pulse length, of the calcula-
tion.

Figure 10 shows the residual energy in neon as a func-
tion of pulse length. Let us compare Fig. 10 with Fig.
6(c), which shows the residual energy as a function of
pulse length in the absence of a space-charge field. Note
that the residual energy obtained for a 1-ps laser pulse at
an intensity of 10'® W/cm? In the absence of space-
charge effects, the residual energy in neon is 600 eV.
With a restoring force for which ), /@w=0.02, the residu-
al energy is 200 eV. Thus even without satisfying Eq.
(11), the presence of space-charge effects could
significantly lower the residual energy.

In this section we have established that the presence of
space-charge forces could significantly lower the residual
electron energy. For a peak intensity of 10'® W/cm?
(which is much beyond the critical intensity needed for
the production of the neon ions we are concerned with)
the residual energy can be made as low as 10 eV by prop-
erly matching the laser-pulse length to the strength of the
space-charge force. In the next section we will use
particle-in-cell simulations in order to provide an accu-
rate representation of the space-charge forces which are
self-consistent with the space-time profile of the plasma
density and laser intensity.

V. COMPUTER SIMULATION OF
SPACE-CHARGE EFFECTS

In all the calculations in this paper we deal only with
the electron energies in the direction transverse to the
propagation of the laser beam. This is justified because
for intensities less than 10'° W/cm?, the majority of the
electron kinetic energy is in the transverse direction.
Consider a linearly polarized plane wave described by a
vector field A, = A coswt, 4,= A,=0. In the nonrela-
tivistic limit the two-dimensional motion of an electron
that is created at rest prior to the arrival of 4, is de-
scribed by?1??
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eE, e’E}
coswt, z=——>—>
2mcw?

X=— cos’wt .

The corresponding maximum Kinetic energies are

g, =1.9X107 B A%,
(12)
£,=3.4X 10732324,

where I, is in W/cm?, A is in um and the energies are in
eV. Figure 11 shows the maximum transverse and longi-
tudinal components of the kinetic energy as a function of
intensity. The energies in Fig. 11 are calculated by nu-
merically solving the relativistic Newton-Lorentz equa-
tion. For intensities below 10'° W/cm?, the motion is
nonrelativistic, and the solution is in excellent agreement
with Eq. (12). Note that for nonrelativistic intensities the
transverse kinetic energy is much larger than the longitu-
dinal kinetic energy. In the following we will simulate
the space-charge effects associated with the transverse
motion of the electrons.

A self-consistent study of the effects of space-charge
forces can be done through computer simulation, using a
particle-in-cell (PIC) code. The particles in such codes
represent swarms of electrons or ions whose motion is
determined classically through the solution of

. e
X =—;[E,,(x,t)+Esp(x,t)] ,

where E,(x,f) is the applied field and E,(x,?) is the
space-charge field. The cells are partitions of
configuration space. The charge density p(x,?) in each
cell is computed at each time step, and the induced elec-
tric fields are calculated from Poisson equation,
OE,(x,1)
9x

A very good introduction to PIC simulations is given by

=4mp(x,t) .
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FIG. 11. The maximum transverse and longitudinal com-
ponents of the kinetic energy for a single electron driven by a
linearly polarized plane-wave electromagnetic field. The laser
has a wavelength of 300 nm and a pulse length of 100 fs. No
space-charge forces are taken into account in this figure.
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Denavit and Kruer,3? and a more complete treatment is
given in Refs. 33-35.

By creating the plasma through the photoionization
process described in Sec. II, we have used an ion charge-
density profile that is consistent with the prescribed laser
beam profile. In our simulations we take the applied field
as

N

Z(t —tmax)

E, (x,t)=Eysech sinwt exp

204

tpu]se

Figure 12(a) shows the transverse profile of the ion
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FIG. 12. Transverse profile of the ion charge density created
by a linearly polarized XeCl laser pulse incident on a neon gas
of density 10'7 cm™? (a) as a function of time, from =0 to 200
fs (the time arrow points downwards); (b) snapshot at the peak
of the laser pulse at r=100 fs. The laser pulse length is 50 fs,
with a peak intensity of 10'®* W/cm? and a spot size of 1 um.
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charge density as a function of time in a neon plasma
created by a XeCl laser (A=308 nm) with a pulse length
of 50 fs, peak intensity of 10'® W/cm?, and spot size of 1
pum. The time coordinate in Fig. 12 goes from O to 200 fs,
with the time arrow pointing downwards. Figure 12(b)
shows a snapshot of the ion charge-density profile at the
peak of the laser pulse at t=100 fs. One can see that the
neon atoms are eight times ionized near the laser axis.
The ions move little during the passage of the pulse,
but the electrons can move significantly if the space-
charge forces are not too strong. Figure 13(a) shows the
electron density as a function of time for an ion density of
10" cm 3. This figure shows the electrons being pushed
away from the laser axis by the ponderomotive potential.
This phenomenon has been called “electron cavitation,”3?

(a)

POSITION

TIME
10'¢ 1.8x10"°
2 n 1 1 1 1 1
I=10"® wiem? ® |
1A =308 nm »

| 50 fsec puise

n = 10" em® -

Electron Density (10" cm™®)
1
T

Position (um)

FIG. 13. Electron-density profile due to a 50-fs XeCl laser
pulse of peak intensity 10'® W/cm? incident on a neon gas of
density 10'7 cm ™3 (a) as a function of time, from =0 to =200
fs; (b) snapshot at t=100 fs, showing a large electron cavitation.
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FIG. 14. History of the average kinetic and space-charge
field energies in the neon plasma corresponding to Fig. 13.

or “charge displacement.”*® Maximum cavitation hap-
pens around the peak of the laser pulse. A corresponding
snapshot of the electron-density profile at the peak of the
pulse is shown in Fig. 13(b). After the pulse has passed,
the hole created in the plasma is filled with inrushing
electrons and intense plasma oscillations are set up. This
results in a large residual electron energy of about 1.4
keV. The temporal maximum of the average space-
charge field energy is quite large, being of the same order
of magnitude as the temporal maximum of the average
electron kinetic energy, as shown in Fig. 14.

Figure 15(a) shows the history of the electron-density
profile for an ion density of 10'® cm™3. Cavitation still
occurs but the cavitated channel is now very narrow
compared to the size of the laser beam, as shown also in
the snapshot in Fig. 15(b). The maximum space-charge
field energy, shown in Fig. 16, is more than an order of
magnitude less than the maximum electron kinetic ener-
gy. The residual electron energy is about 20 eV.

The cavitation effect hardly exists when the ion density
is increased to 10! cm™3. The maximum space-charge
field energy, shown in Fig. 17, is two orders of magnitude
less than the maximum electron kinetic energy. The re-
sidual electron energy is still around 20 eV.

The above results show that when the plasma period is
of the same order of magnitude as the laser-pulse length,
large ponderomotive expulsion of the electrons occurs.
This leads to large space-charge oscillations after the pas-
sage of the laser pulse, and increases the residual electron
energy.

Figure 18 shows the residual electron energy in a neon
plasma as a function of ion density for a 100-fs laser with
a peak intensity of 10'® W/cm? at wavelengths of 1064
and 308 nm. There are two regions where the residual
energy is relatively high. At the low-density end is the
region where the plasma oscillation period is approxi-
mately equal to the pulse length. At the high-density end
is the region where the plasma and laser frequencies are
close. For XeCl lasers, residual energies as low as 20 eV
can be achieved with a pulse length of 100 fs if one avoids
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FIG. 15. Electron-density profile due to a 50-fs XeCl laser
pulse of intensity 10'® W/cm? incident on a neon gas of density
10" ¢cm ™3 (a) as a function of time, from =0 to 200 fs; (b)
snapshot at =100 fs.

those two resonance regions.

Figure 19 shows the dependence of the residual energy
on the laser wavelength at an ion density of 10'® cm>.
For neon the residual energy varies as A%, while for
lithium it varies as A>%7. In the absence of space-charge
effects the classical theory of ATI predicts that the
dependence of the residual energy varies as A%, as shown
in Sec. III. In the presence of a space-charge field the en-
ergy excess function [Eq. (8)] of the approximate calcula-
tion in Sec. IV predicts that the residual energy varies as
A*. The simulations are therefore not inconsistent with
the classical theory of ATI. Figure 19 confirms that
short-wavelength lasers are the most suitable drivers for
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FIG. 16. History of the average kinetic and space-charge
field energies in the neon plasma corresponding to Fig. 15.

the creation of a cold plasma.

Figure 20 shows the dependence of the residual energy
on laser spot size for ion densities of 10'7 and 10" cm 3.
At 107 cm 3, space-charge oscillation due to the forma-
tion of an electron-cavitated channel is the major contrib-
uting factor to the residual energy. Since the size of the
cavitation depends on the spot size of the laser beam, it
follows that the residual energy in this density regime
should depend strongly on the spot size. On the other
hand, at 10'® cm ™3, the strong space-charge coupling be-
tween the ions and the electrons prevents the occurrence
of large ponderomotive expulsion. In this case the resid-
ual energy is mainly the average ATI energy, which is in-
dependent of spot size according to the classical theory of
ATI

80 s PR B L Lo " 1

I =10"® wiem?
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50 fsec pulse
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50
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FIG. 17. History of the average space-charge field energy in

the neon plasma created by a 50-fs XeCl laser pulse of peak in-

tensity 10'® W/cm? incident on a neon gas of density 10'® cm 3.
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FIG. 18. Residual electron energy in a neon plasma as a
function of ion density for a 100-fs laser with a peak intensity of
10'® W/cm? at wavelengths of 1064 and 308 nm.

VI. COLLISIONAL HEATING

When the momentum of the quivering electron is
changed through a collision, the coupling between the
momentum and the vector potential is disturbed. This
usually leads to an increase in the residual energy of the
electrons and thus to the extraction of energy from the
field.”2 This transfer of energy from ordered quiver
motion to random motion is usually called inverse brems-
strahlung.

The inverse bremsstrahlung associated with elastic
electron-ion collisions has been studied by Jones and
Lee.** In the high-field limit the rate of transfer to
thermal energy is given approximately by

10° L P R L I
L
® Neon 2297 .
m Lithium
=
3
>
=
2 [
2 10 :
w
©
3
°
[
Q
[ang
1=10"® wiem?
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101 4 = n,=10'acm'3 E
v — ——— T —— v
200 400 600 800 1000 1200

Laser Wavelength (nm)

FIG. 19. Residual electron energy as a function of wave-
length for a 100-fs laser with a peak intensity of 10'® W/cm?.
The laser is incident on a gas with a density of 10'® cm™® The
power-law fit to the simulation data is shown. For neon the re-
sidual energy varies as A>3, while for lithium it varies as A>%",
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FIG. 20. Residual electron energy as a function of spot size
for a 100-fs laser with a peak intensity of 10'®* W/cm? and a
wavelength of 248 nm. The laser is incident on a lithium gas
with densities of 10'7 and 10'® cm 3.

s a4 [mod ] [ v,
2 |7——In In |— | for 2 S
37 lth 37 v, #iw Vin mvy 2o ,
0 otherwise ,
(13)
where
277'64 Zmax
A= 2 n,~Z,~2 .

2
m= =

In Eq. (13) vy, is the thermal speed, v, is the quiver speed,
and fiw is the photon energy of the pump laser. We have
incorporated Eq. (13) in our particle-in-cell code in order
to provide an estimate of the conversion of quiver energy
into thermal energy.

Figure 21 shows the residual energy as a function of
pulse length for a 532-nm, 10'®-W/cm? laser incident on a
lithium gas with a density of 10! cm 3. Shown in this
figure are the residual energies with and without col-
lisional heating. In the calculation with collisional heat-
ing we have assumed an initial thermal energy of 5 eV,
which accounts for the difference in residual energies for
a 50-fs pulse. For a 350-fs pulse, the difference in residual
energies has increased to only 25 eV. The important
effect shown in Fig. 21, however, is the occurrence of a
minimum in the residual energy at a pulse length of 200
fs. This corresponds to the space-charge effect observed
in Sec. IV. The effect of collisional heating in minimizing
the residual energy is not crucial. What is important is
the proper matching of the pulse length to the strength of
the space-charge field.

Inelastic collisions can also lead to an increase in the
residual electron energy. For example, the threshold for
excitation of the Ne®* ions in the center of the plasma is
~920 eV. If an electron with energy just above this
threshold excites a Ne®" ion during the pulse, its speed
will be reduced to near zero and it will be significantly
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FIG. 21. Residual electron energy as a function of pulse
length for a laser with a peak intensity of 10'"® W/cm? and a
wavelength of 532 nm. The laser is incident on a lithium gas
with a density of 10" cm™3. Shown are the residual energies
calculated with and without the contribution of collisional heat-

ing.

out of phase with the laser field. The residual energy will
be increased by an amount approximately equal to the ex-
citation energy. However the probability of such a col-
lision is very small. The excitation rate coefficient for e-
Nedt  collisions just above threshold is ~2X10~ '
cm’s~!. With an ion density of 10'® cm ™3 and a total
pulse length of 10~ '35, the probability that each electron

suffers an inelastic collision of this kind is ~107%.

VII. DISCUSSION

The possibility of producing gain in plasmas that start
off in ionization disequilibrium has been studied in a
series of papers by Jones and Ali.> They do not, however,
elaborate on methods for producing such a situation.
The maximum population inversion that can be obtained
in the transient regime depends strongly on the initial
electron temperature of the recombining plasma. For
electron temperatures in the range from 0.05 to 0.1 of the
ionization potential (122 eV for bare lithium, 239 eV for
heliumlike neon), inversion fractions from 1072 to 1073
are predicted from the Jones-Ali model.>!°

We have shown that the optimum condition for pro-
ducing low residual electron energies involves ion densi-
ties around 10! cm™3, a pump laser with short wave-
length (KrF or XeCl), and pulse lengths around 200 fs.
With a peak intensity of 10'® W/cm?, the residual energy
in heliumlike neon plasmas, or fully stripped lithium plas-
mas, under this optimum condition is around 10 eV.
This residual energy is just borderline for producing gain
in the transient regime in these plasmas. This does not,
however, preclude the use of subsidiary methods for
lowering the residual energy. For example, Burnett and
Corkum!® have suggested that the average electron ener-
gy can be decreased by doping the x-ray lasing gas with a
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low-ionization-potential source (such as hydrogen) in or-
der to provide an additional source of low-ATI-energy
electrons. The relatively low residual energies obtained
with short-pulse laser photoionization may also facilitate
the achievement of gain in the quasi-steady-state recom-
bination phase.
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FIG. 12. Transverse profile of the ion charge density created
by a linearly polarized XeCl laser pulse incident on a neon gas
of density 10'” cm ~? (a) as a function of time, from t=0 to 200
fs (the time arrow points downwards); (b) snapshot at the peak
of the laser pulse at r=100 fs. The laser pulse length is 50 fs,
with a peak intensity of 10'®* W/cm? and a spot size of 1 um.
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FIG. 13. Electron-density profile due to a 50-fs XeCl laser
pulse of peak intensity 10'® W/em?® incident on a neon gas of
density 107 cm? (a) as a function of time, from t=0 to =200
fs; (b) snapshot at r= 100 fs, showing a large electron cavitation.
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FIG. 15. Electron-density profile due to a 50-fs XeCl laser
pulse of intensity 10" W/cm? incident on a neon gas of density
10" em ™ (a) as a function of time, from =0 to 200 fs; (b)
snapshot at =100 fs.



