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Acceleration and focusing of relativistic electron beams in a compact plasma device
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Plasma wakefield acceleration represented a breakthrough in the field of particle accelerators by pushing
beams to gigaelectronvolt energies within centimeter distances. The large electric fields excited by a driver
pulse in the plasma can efficiently accelerate a trailing witness bunch paving the way toward the realization
of laboratory-scale applications like free-electron lasers. However, while the accelerator size is tremendously
reduced, upstream and downstream of it the beams are still handled with conventional magnetic optics with
sizable footprints and rather long focal lengths. Here we show the operation of a compact device that integrates
two active-plasma lenses with short focal lengths to assist the plasma accelerator stage. We demonstrate the
focusing and energy gain of a witness bunch whose phase space is completely characterized in terms of
energy and emittance. These results represent an important step toward the accelerator miniaturization and the

development of next-generation table-top machines.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Particle accelerators are a key engine for discoveries and
started a new era providing a perspective of the micro-
scopic world at the subatomic level [1] and subfemtosecond
timescale [2]. Nevertheless, current accelerator technology
based on radio frequency (RF) is limited in terms of achiev-
able gradients and can require sizable footprints [3]. Plasma
acceleration [4] represented a breakthrough and enabled the
generation of tens of GV /m fields [5-8], orders of magnitude
larger than RF. Many pioneering experiments demonstrated
enormous accelerations of a trailing witness bunch that gained
part of the energy deposited in the plasma by the driver
[9-12], consisting of a high-intensity laser or charged particle
beam. Considering the impressive advances that improved the
overall beam quality [13,14], plasma technology has become
very competitive also for user-oriented applications like free-
electron lasers [15-18].

However, unlike RF accelerators, the operation of a
plasma-based one requires the beams to be transversely
handled both upstream and downstream of it. Indeed, the
accelerated witness usually emerges from the plasma with
a rather large divergence that may cause an increase of
its emittance [19]. Moreover, in the case of a beam-driven
plasma-wakefield accelerator (PWFA), the driver and wit-
ness bunches must be focused at the plasma entrance to
transversely match the plasma [20,21]. These tasks are
usually performed with conventional magnetic optics like
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quadrupoles or solenoids that, especially at large beam en-
ergies, can have rather long focal lengths and thus sizable
footprints [22].

In this Letter, we describe a proof-of-principle experiment
where we employed an innovative compact plasma-based de-
vice integrating two active-plasma lenses (APL) with a PWFA
stage. We demonstrate that such a device is able to focus,
accelerate, and remove the large divergence of a relativistic
witness electron bunch that gains about 4.5 MeV energy over
3 cm, corresponding to an average accelerating gradient of
~150 MV /m. The plasma is generated in each of the three
modules by ionizing the Nitrogen gas here confined with
a high-voltage discharge current. For this purpose the three
modules are driven by their own high-voltage pulser, allowing
to independently tune the discharge current and plasma den-
sity in each one. As showed in Fig. 1, the first lens focuses the
driver and witness bunches at the entrance of the accelerator
stage; here the driver releases its energy generating the plasma
wakefield that is used to accelerate the witness bunch; finally
the second lens catches both the driver and witness, in partic-
ular reducing the large divergence of the latter one to allow
its transport along the beamline. In the following we show
that this solution is highly tunable and provides a compact
and efficient way to accelerate particles in a plasma.

II. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

A. Generation of the driver and witness bunches

The experiment has been carried out at the SPARC_LAB
facility [23] by using a 200 pC driver followed by a 50 pC

©2024 American Physical Society


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1429-6143
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1103/PhysRevE.109.055202&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-03
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevE.109.055202

R. POMPILI et al.

PHYSICAL REVIEW E 109, 055202 (2024)

<1

FIG. 1. Combined capillary adopted in the experiment. The picture shows the device consisting of two active-plasma lenses and an
accelerator stage. The dashed blue lines indicate the flow of Nitrogen gas that fills up the three capillaries. The plasma is produced by ionizing
the gas with three independent high-voltage discharge currents applied to the three capillaries. The polarity of the discharge current on each
electrode is also shown. The electron bunches propagate from right to left (red arrows). Plastic shields are located in the two drift sections to
avoid electric cross-talk due to the expanding plasma plumes. The inset shows the envelopes of the driver (D) and witness (W) bunches during
the propagation in each stage. The total length of the device is 19 cm; a 1€ coin is included as reference size.

witness. The bunches are generated by illuminating a copper
cathode with two ultraviolet pulses [24,25] and are then accel-
erated by the linac, consisting of a RF gun followed by three
accelerating sections. Downstream of the linac, after the tem-
poral compression operated in the velocity-bunching regime
[26], the two bunches reach final energies E; = 71.6 £ 0.1
MeV and E,, = 71.9 + 0.1 MeV with energy spreads og 4 =
0.49 £0.03 MeV and og,, = 0.72 £ 0.04 MeV, and dura-
tions o; 4 = 185 39 fs and o, ,, = 55 £ 32 fs. The witness
is temporally delayed with respect to the driver by At =
1.15 £ 0.03 ps. The normalized vertical emittances of the two
bunches are ¢, =6.2+0.7 pm and ¢,,, = 4.8 £ 0.4 pm.
The beam diagnostics consists of a cerium-doped yttrium
aluminum perovskite (Ce:YAP) scintillating screen located
5 cm downstream from the plasma device to measure the beam
transverse profile. A magnetic spectrometer is then used to
characterize the energy profiles of the bunches.

B. Combined capillary of the PWFA and APL stages

The plasma device consists of a Lexan polycarbonate cap-
illary with 19 cm total length and 2 mm hole diameter. It
is installed in a vacuum chamber directly connected with
a windowless, three-stage differential pumping system that
ensures 10~% mbar pressure in the RF linac while flowing
the gas. This solution allows to transport the beam without
encountering any window, thus not degrading its emittance
by multiple scattering. As showed in Fig. 1, the three plasma
stages are 3 cm-long and have two copper-tungsten electrodes
attached at their ends where the high-voltage discharge is
applied. f ~ 5 cm being the focal length expected for each
APL, two 5 cm long open drift sections are located between
the PWFA module and the two APLs, i.e., the same distance
between the end of the second APL and the Ce:YAP screen.
A high-speed solenoid valve is used to fill the three capillaries
with nitrogen gas by means of a common rail located above
them. Two shields with 2 mm hole diameter are inserted in

the two open drift sections to avoid the plasma jets emitted by
each stage to reach the closer one. The high-voltage discharge
currents are provided by three pulsers consisting of several
capacitor banks able to generate up to 1.6 kA peak current
when charged at 20 kV. The trigger timing of each pulser
is independently controlled allowing to tune the discharge
currents and, consequently, the plasma densities experienced
by the electron beam in each of the three plasma stages. The
stabilization of the discharge process and plasma formation
is obtained by preionizing the gas with a Nd:YAG laser that
reduced the discharge timing jitter down to few nanoseconds
[27,28]. The laser is installed close to the capillary vacuum
chamber and is injected into it by means of a metallic mirror.

III. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

To demonstrate the acceleration and focusing provided by
this device we transported the driver and witness bunches
up to the entrance of the first APL. The maximum focus-
ing with the APLs is obtained by setting the beam time of
arrival in correspondence of the discharge current peak; at
this time the resulting plasma densities in the APLs are n, ~
2 x 10" cm™3, measured by means of a Stark-broadening
diagnostics [29]. Conversely, to reach a plasma density n, ~
4 x 10" ecm~3 in the PWFA stage optimized for the driver-
witness configuration described so far and used in previous
experiments [13,16], its discharge current is triggered ~8 s
in advance so that it lowers down due to plasma recombination
[30]. The resulting configuration is reported in Fig. 2 with the
discharge current set to Ipyrs = 250 A on the PWFA stage,
Ispr1 &~ 620 A on the first APL, and Iypr > & 670 A on the
second one. The optimal parameters of the two APLs in terms
of discharge current and timing are obtained by measuring
the beam on the Ce:YAP screen with only the second lens
turned on (the first one and the PWFA are turned off). Indeed,
being the distance between two APLs and the PWFA stage
the same between the screen and the second lens, we set up
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FIG. 2. Discharge current pulses. The accelerator stage (yellow)
is triggered ~8 us before the electron beam (dashed green line)
so that the plasma density reaches the desired value n, during the
recombination. Conversely, the two active-plasma lenses (red and
blue lines) are turned on a few hundreds of ns before so that they
experience the strongest focusing in correspondence of the current
peak.

the latter one to produce a beam waist on the screen and then
applied the same discharge timing to the first lens. We also set
Inpr2 g Ixpr,1 to take into account the increase of the witness
energy downstream of the PWFA.

Figure 3 shows a scan of the beam spot size performed on
the screen by varying the trigger timing of the second APL
current discharge with respect to the beam time of arrival. As
previously said, the first APL and the PWFA stage are turned
off on purpose. The values are computed from images with
both bunches present, thus they represent a convolution of
the two transverse profiles. Indeed, in the velocity-bunching
regime the two bunches are generated together from the
photocathode and then temporally compressed in the first
accelerating section downstream of the RF gun. Here the
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FIG. 3. Active-plasma lens scan. The data points (blue) show the
horizontal (X) and vertical (Y) beam sizes measured on the screen
downstream of the capillary. The scan is achieved by turning on only
the second lens while delaying its discharge current with respect to
the beam time of arrival. The errorbars are obtained as the standard
deviations of the 50 shots collected for each delay. The corresponding
discharge current (red) is shown on the right axis.
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FIG. 4. Energy spectra with the accelerator stage turned off and
on. The plots report the energy spectra of 200 consecutive acquisi-
tions of the driver (D) and witness (W) beams. Each plot is obtained
with the active-plasma lenses turned on and with the accelerator stage
turned off (a) and on (b). The spectra are obtained in correspon-
dence of the scintillator screen located downstream of the magnetic
spectrometer.

bunches cross each other, swapping their positions so that
the witness, which was photoemitted before the driver, is
moved behind it [26]. Therefore it is not possible to measure
the single bunch profile by simply blocking the other one
on the photocathode since this would affect the entire bunch
dynamics. One can see that when the beam is beforehand with
respect to the discharge trigger (i.e., the plasma has not yet
been created), its spot size is oy = 336(274) £ 18(11) um.
Then, by delaying it with respect to the discharge current,
the beam is gradually focused down to a waist size oy, =
57(41) = 5(2) um at 650 ns. Considering that such a waist
is given by o = /Be,/y with B = f?/B; ~ 5.3 mm, the
Twiss B function at waist location [31], 8; = 0.47 £ 0.06 m
the corresponding value at APL entrance, and y the relativistic
Lorentz factor, to explain the experimentally obtained value
one has to assume that the normalized emittance increased up
to &, ~ 30 um during the focusing operated by the APL. This
aspect will be discussed in the following with the support of
numerical simulations.

After turning on the PWFA with the second APL and
setting their discharge timings as reported in Fig. 2, we pro-
ceeded with the experiment by measuring the witness energy
gain on the scintillating screen located downstream of the
magnetic spectrometer. Figure 4(a) shows 200 consecutive
energy spectra of the two bunches with the PWFA stage turned
off. Once turned on, see Fig. 4(b), clear signatures of witness
acceleration are found. Its final energy is E,, = 76.35 £ 0.27
MeV, corresponding to a 2150 MV /m accelerating gradient,
with a resulting energy spread og ,, = 1.09 £ 0.12 MeV.
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The normalized emittance of the accelerated witness is
evaluated on the same screen downstream of the magnetic
spectrometer where the two bunches are well separated in
energy. Several methods can be employed to retrieve the
normalized emittance. Previous experiments, for instance,
estimated the emittance in a single-shot way by sampling
the vertical size of the beam as a function of the energy
[32,33]. Such a technique, however, requires rather large en-
ergy spreads (> 1%) and are thus not applicable to our case
and, in general, to low energy spread beams. Therefore, con-
sidering also the high stability of the accelerated witness in
terms of energy jitter (=0.3%), we employed the classical
quadrupole scan technique to estimate its vertical emittance
[34]. The scan is obtained by measuring the witness vertical
spot size as a function of the current used in the electromag-
netic quadrupoles located between the capillary exit and the
screen. By performing a numerical fit on the experimental val-
ues we obtain a normalized emittance ¢, ,, = 12.6 &= 1.1 um
for the plasma accelerated witness.

IV. NUMERICAL SIMULATIONS

To support the experimental results we performed a com-
plete start-to-end simulation where we studied the interaction
of the two bunches with the plasma background. The bunches
are set to reproduce the experimental ones at the capillary
entrance with initial spot sizes o4 ~ 330 um and o, ~
190 pm, estimated by performing a back tracking from the
location where the emittance is measured [35]. The focusing
produced by the APLs is computed with a one-dimensional
analytical model that takes into account the radial plasma
temperature profile to retrieve the current density Jp(r) flow-
ing in the capillary and, in turn, the induced magnetic field
as Bap(r) = po/r - [y Jp(r')r'dr' [36,37]. Figure 5(a) shows
a snapshot of the two bunches propagating in the plasma
background of the PWFA stage. The horizontal and vertical
axes represent the comoving longitudinal (£) and radial (r)
coordinates. The interaction with the plasma is in the quasi-
nonlinear (QNL) regime, where the driver density exceeds the
plasma one and induces blowout but, due to its relatively small
charge, the produced perturbation is linear [38]. The witness is
located in the positively charged region produced by the driver
and it is consequently accelerated. The evolution of the driver
and witness spot sizes and normalized emittances along all
the three plasma stages is reported in Fig. 5(b). As expected,
the emittances grow along the first APL, especially the driver
one that reaches ¢, 4 ~ 33 pum in agreement with the previous
considerations. A similar behavior is noticeable also in the
second lens highlighting that the focusing is nonlinear [37]
and its effects are more evident on the driver bunch due to its
larger spot size at the APL entrance [39]. In this case ~3%
of driver particles are lost at the entrance of the PWFA, as
highlighted by the slight decrease of its emittance at z &~ 9 cm,
while no witness particle is lost along the propagation.

A. Emittance increase and further steps toward its optimization

For the witness, the major increase of emittance is reached
along the PWFA stage and indicates a transverse mismatch
of its spot size similarly to what observed in a previous
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FIG. 5. Start-to-end simulations of the driver-witness evolution
along the three plasma stages. (a) Accelerating field (E,) generated
in the PWFA stage. The positions of the driver (D) and witness
(W) bunches are represented by the dashed lines. (b) Spot size and
normalized emittance of the witness (solid) and driver (dashed).
The three plasma stages are represented with gray dotted dashed
lines. (c) Optimized configuration employing smaller spot sizes at
the entrance.

experiment [34]. Downstream of the second APL its emittance
is €, ~ 14 um, in good agreement with the experimental
one. These results point out that the performances of the
overall device can be improved by properly optimizing the
bunch spot sizes at the entrance of the APLs. It is well known
that the interaction with plasma generates beam-driven wake-
fields that can strongly affect the bunch dynamics [40]. In
this context, passive plasma lenses have been widely inves-
tigated [41,42] and are able to produce a net beam focusing
through the plasma neutralization of the space-charge fields.
In our specific case we refer to the so-called overdense passive
lenses where n;, < np, with n, indicating the bunch density.
When dealing with active plasma lenses we therefore have to
consider their combined effect [43]. The nonlinearities of the

055202-4



ACCELERATION AND FOCUSING OF RELATIVISTIC ...

PHYSICAL REVIEW E 109, 055202 (2024)

overall focusing can be minimized by manipulating both the
bunch shape and the capillary-discharge setup. The strength
of the radial plasma wakefield is governed both by n, and n,
[44] and its effect can be reduced by decreasing both, i.e., by
operating with low plasma densities or by entering into the
plasma with a large transverse spot (corresponding to a lower
np [45]). On the contrary, the linearity of the APL field is
guaranteed only at small radii. It implies that small transverse
spots are in this case preferable. In such a way the beam tails
would not reach the nonlinear region of the APL magnetic
field located at large radii. This guarantees a smaller emittance
deterioration and, in turn, a smaller beam waist at the PWFA.
Figure 5(c) shows the same start-to-end simulation obtained
by setting smaller spot sizes at the entrance of the first APL,
in this case 0,4 ~ 200 pm and o, ~ 150 um. Considering
the larger bunch densities that correspond to the smaller spot
sizes, the plasma density in the two APLs is increased to
n,=2x 10 cm™ to avoid the generation of transverse
plasma wakefields that may further deteriorate the emittance
[39]. As a result the resulting emittance is &, ~ 6.1 pm,
corresponding to a &20% growth.

V. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, we reported a proof-of-principle experiment
where three plasma stages have been merged in a compact

device able to achieve the focusing, acceleration, and extrac-
tion of a witness bunch in a plasma-based accelerator. The
results demonstrate the feasibility of such an approach and
allowed an energy gain of ~4.5 MeV over a distance of
3 cm. The integration of the two active-plasma lenses enabled
the realization of short focal lengths (=5 cm) making the
entire device very compact. The experiment represents a first
attempt toward the accelerator system miniaturization, sug-
gesting a simple and affordable solution in terms of sizes and
costs toward the development ultracompact next-generation
accelerators.

The data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.
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