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Short pulse laser propagation in underdense plasmas
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Propagation of an intense laser pulse in an underdense plasma is modeled by treating the electrons as a
cold relativistic fluid. For sufficiently short pulses, the ion motion is negligible. The disparities between
the optical, plasma, and propagation length scales are dealt with by using a multiple scales technique to
derive approximate equations averaged over successively larger length scales. This argument does not
require the quasistatic approximation (QSA) often used in earlier works, and it shows that, in the coordi-
nate system moving with the pulse, the fluid will exhibit transient temporal oscillations. Asymptotically,
i.e., for times that are long on the plasma scale, the transient solution approaches the QSA. The problem
of matching the transient (inner) solution to the asymptotic (outer) solution is solved by means of a uni-
formly valid, two-time expansion. The QSA is shown to suffer from instabilities, which could cause seri-
ous problems for numerical simulations of long pulses, and an “improved-QSA,” suggested by the inner-
outer analysis, is demonstrated. An analytical solution for a planar, weak-field model is presented that
explicitly displays the transient behavior of the fluid. For a short, cylindrically symmetric, weak-field
pulse, numerical simulations that include relativistic self-focusing, forward Raman scattering, and pon-
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deromotive forces show the importance of the transient effects in a more realistic case.

PACS number(s): 52.40.Nk, 42.65.Jx, 52.35.Mw

I. INTRODUCTION

The fast igniter concept [1] for inertial confinement
fusion has produced a new surge of interest in the propa-
gation of intense (I > 10'7 W/cm?) laser pulses in under-
dense plasmas. This problem has been studied for some
time in connection with laser acceleration of particles [2].
The two applications differ mainly in emphasis; the prop-
agation of the strong pulse itself is the main point of in-
terest for the fast igniter application, whereas the plasma
waves generated in the wake of the main pulse are the im-
portant phenomenon for laser wake-field acceleration. At
these very high intensities, the propagation of the pulse
and the generation of wake fields are highly nonlinear
phenomena. The standard analytical techniques used in
the study of linear propagation are therefore of little use,
and numerical simulation is required.

The general nonlinear propagation problem has been
extensively studied by means of particle simulations [3-5].
In principle, this method can include all the relevant
physics exactly, but the simulations are memory intensive
and long running. As a consequence of this practical lim-
itation most fundamental calculations are restricted to
one transverse dimension, and even these restricted com-
putations are still very time consuming. Since self-
focusing singularities are different in one and two trans-
verse dimensions, it is clearly essential to study the
influence of dimensionality. In addition to this funda-
mental issue, the design and interpretation of experiments
requires exploration of the parameter space. For this
purpose it is very desirable to have a suite of programs
that require smaller computational resources. After these
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approximate simulations have located the appropriate
small range of parameters, more exact particle simula-
tions could be used to perform the final optimization.

The fluid model of the plasma that we use in this paper
has also been extensively employed in previous propaga-
tion studies [6-13], and it is much less computationally
demanding than particle simulations. The most basic
feature of propagation in underdense plasmas is that the
laser wavelength is small compared to the plasma wave-
length, which is in turn small compared to the diffraction
length. The presence of large ratios among the funda-
mental length scales leads to “stiff”’ differential equations
[14], both in the particle and fluid simulations. Stiff equa-
tions require special numerical methods, but there are
analytical techniques for which the disparity of length
scales is an advantage. These approaches, which include
the method of averages [15], multiple time scales [16],
and the renormalization group [17], are well known in
nonlinear optics [18] and plasma physics [19]. In the
present paper, we have carried out a multiple-scales
analysis of the combined Maxwell and relativistic fluid
equations. In this procedure the optical length and time
scales are explicitly eliminated, and phenomena occur-
ring on the plasma and diffraction scales are treated by a
two-variable expansion [20]. The approximate equations
obtained in this way are similar to those used in earlier
work [9], but our analysis provides a clear and explicit
derivation that shows that the equations represent the
leading order in a systematic expansion scheme. Further-
more, essentially all existing applications of these equa-
tions also make the well-known quasistatic approxima-
tion (QSA) [21,22]. In the QSA, the electron fluid is as-
sumed to be stationary in the frame of reference moving
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with the pulse; there is no independent plasma dynamics.
In this approximation the fluid variables cannot satisfy
the initial conditions, e.g., quiescent plasma, which are
physically required. Thus a complete description re-
quires some way of connecting the initial conditions to
the QSA. In our analysis, the higher-order time deriva-
tives are multiplied by the small parameter of the expan-
sion. This feature is known to produce solutions that
display boundary layer behavior [20]. In our case the
variable is time, so we will refer to the boundary layer as
the initial layer. Our analysis shows that there are tran-
sient oscillations in the plasma that asymptotically ap-
proach the QSA result. For sufficiently large propagation
lengths, this initial transient behavior may not be impor-
tant, but experiments involving thin plasmas should re-
veal significant deviations from the QSA.

In this paper the laser pulse duration is assumed to be
short enough to allow the neglect of ion motions, and the
intensity high enough to drive the electrons to velocities
large compared to their thermal velocities in a few optical
periods. Under these circumstances the electrons can be
treated as a cold relativistic fluid. In a later paper we will
treat intense long pulses for which significant ion motion
is involved. For a typical laser wavelength of 1 um, the
critical density is about N,= 10*! cm ™3, and a pulse in-
tensity of the order 10'7 W/cm? will produce a quiver en-
ergy of order 20 keV, which is large compared to the
plasma temperatures expected in current experiments.
The dynamical response of the electron fluid can be fol-
lowed in three dimensions, but we will initially assume
cylindrical symmetry in order to decrease the computa-
tional costs. The fluid equations, together with the as-
sumption of paraxial propagation for the laser pulse, will
allow us to treat diffraction, ponderomotive effects, and
relativistic self-focusing.

In Sec. IT we present the exact dynamical equations for
the fluid model and discuss the choice of appropriate nor-
malizations. The slowly varying envelope approximation
is used in Sec. III to separate the optical frequency oscil-
lations of the laser carrier wave from the plasma
response, and in Sec. IV we derive a uniformly valid ex-
pansion of the field and the fluid variables in the small pa-
rameter 6=1/N,/N,. We use the leading order in this
expansion to show the existence of transient oscillations
in the fluid variables that asymptotically approach the
quasistatic form, which has been frequently used in ear-
lier work [9]. The transient behavior is interpreted in
terms the inner and outer solutions employed in the
analysis of boundary layers. In Sec. V we present the ful-
ly relativistic model and exhibit the instabilities of plane-
wave solutions in the quasistatic approximation. The
case of weak fields, for which the electron motion is
weakly relativistic, is studied in Sec. VI, and exact solu-
tions for a one-dimensional (1D) version are used to
demonstrate explicitly the approach of the initially quies-
cent fluid to the quasistatic limit. In this context we also
use the boundary layer analysis to construct an improved
numerical scheme that alleviates some of the stability
problems associated with the quasistatic approximation.
In Sec. VII the improved QSA is used in simulations that
display the interplay between diffraction, relativistic self-
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focusing, and wake-field generation. Two additional
simplified models, which are valid for arbitrary field
strengths, are briefly discussed in Sec. VIII and Sec. IX
presents a summary and conclusions.

II. THE FLUID MODEL

Under the assumptions discussed above, the dynamical
equations are Maxwell’s equation for the total elec-
tromagnetic field and the relativistic fluid equations for
the electrons:

V- A=0 (gauge choice) , (2.1)
vi—Laa=4T N v+ Lva,e, (2.2)
c c C
V2®=—4n7[ —eN,+eNgn;(r)], (2.3)
a,P+(v-V)P=eV<I>+%8,A—%VX(VX A), (24
3,N,+V-(N,v)=0, 2.5)

where 9,=0/0¢, A and ® are, respectively, the vector
and scalar potentials, P=m,yv is the electron momen-
tum, N(r,?) is the electron density, N, is the mean densi-
ty, and n;(r) is the density profile of the ions. The force
equation (2.4) can be cast into the equivalent form

9, —vX |VX [P—£ A
C

P—fA =eVd—myc2Vy ,

(2.6)

with the immediate consequence that the “vorticity”
Q=VX(P—(e/c)A) is conserved [9,12]. The initial
conditions for our problem, a quiescent plasma and no
field, guarantee the initial absence of vorticity; therefore
the vorticity vanishes at all later times. This simplifies
(2.6) to [9,12]

9,

=eVO—myc?Vy . (2.7)

P—%A
[

Since our primary purpose is to study the propagation
of the laser pulse, we use the so-called “pulse” variables
[9] defined by

Z=z—ct, Z°=ct, 3,=9,, i—a,:azo——az . (2.8)

The normalized equations for the fluid model are then
V-a=0, (2.9)
(V3+23,00, —3%0)a=knp+V(d_,0—3z)¢ , (2.10)

(Vi+aZ)e=ki(yn—n,), 2.11)
(3,0—9z)p—a)=V(¢—y), (2.12)
(8,0—09z)(ny)+V-(9p)=0, (2.13)
y=V1+p?, (2.14)

where w3 =47Nye?/m (plasma frequency), kp=wp/c
(plasma wave number), p=P,/(mc) (electron momen-
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tum), nN=N,/(yN,) (proper electron density),
d=e®/(myc?) (scalar potential), and a=e A/(myc?)
(vector potential). For 1-um radiation the normalized
vector potential is |a| =1 for an intensity 7=1.73 X 108
W/cm?.

The dynamical response of the plasma is characterized
by the plasma frequency wp, and the initial Z° depen-
dence of the entering pulse is characterized by the Ray-
leigh range corresponding to the transverse pulse width.
Since the plasma response may lead to transverse inho-
mogeneities of order k; !, and typical pulse widths are
larger than k; !, the safest assumption is that the subse-
quent evolution of the pulse is characterized by the Ray-
leigh range corresponding to the width kp !, i.e.,
L =kkp %, where k is the central wave number of the
pulse. The Z dependence of the incident pulse is charac-
terized by the pulse length L, =cT,. For a nominal plas-
ma density N, =10%° cm 3, a pulse width L, ~kp ! corre-
sponds to a pulse duration 7,~2 fs. Such ultrashort
pulses are not currently of interest, so it is safe to assume
that L, > kp_l. Since the incident pulse envelope can be
modulated by the plasma response, the appropriate
characteristic length for measuring the pulse variable Z,
as well as the transverse coordinates x|, is kp_ 1 This sug-
gests the use of dimensionless coordinates, &, r), and T,
defined by

t=kpZ , 1,=kpx,, T=2Z°/Ly . (2.15)

Rewriting Egs. (2.9)-(2.14) in these variables introduces
the dimensionless parameter

172
wp Ny

g=——1 =" ="F |0 )
Ly k ® N, ’ (2.16)

[

which is the characteristic diffraction angle for an
effective transverse aperture width k, . For underdense
plasmas 0 is the small parameter of the theory. The di-
mensionless equations are

V-a=0, (2.17)
(V1+260,0,—6%0%)a=np+6Vdré¢—Vo s , (2.18)
Vi¢=yn—n, , (2.19)
(607 —9;)(p—a)=V(g—vy), (2.20)
(607 —3¢)(ny)+V-(qp)=0, (2.21)
y=V14p?, (2.22)

where V=V, +20,.

The interplay between phenomena occurring on the
propagation scale L and the plasma response scale 1/kp
is complicated by the optical scale oscillations of the car-
rier wave. In the next section, we will separate out the
optical scale behavior by means of the slowly varying en-
velope approximation (SVEA), and in subsequent sections
deal with the remaining length scales.
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III. THE SLOWLY VARYING ENVELOPE
APPROXIMATION

The rapid optical oscillations can be treated by defining
a dimensionless “fast” coordinate y:

X=ke—wt=kZ=7-¢= (3.1)

and imposing a strong form of the SVEA by the ansatz
X(r,6, T, x)=Xo(r, 6, T)+Xp(x,8,T,X) ,

X, 6T 0)=4 3 X, (1,5 e,

m=—

Xm(rl’g’T)=Xim(rl’§7 T) > (32)

where X represents any of the dynamical variables. The
primed sum indicates the omission of the m =0 term, or
equivalently

X,(r,5,T,x)=Re 3 X, (r,, e . (3.3)

m=1

This ansatz ignores counterpropagating modes, but does
allow for harmonics of the fundamental laser frequency.
Using (3.2) and the chain rule substitution
in the dynamical equations (2.17)-(2.22) yields an infinite
set of equations for the Fourier components of the
dynamical variables. These equations describe the evolu-
tion of the laser fundamental and its harmonics in in-
teraction with the corresponding Fourier components of
the material polarization. Since harmonics are not
present in the injected pulse, they can only appear
through beating of the laser fundamental with the funda-
mental of the polarization. Therefore the harmonics will
remain small, and they will not significantly affect the
evolution of the fundamental. Thus it is a good approxi-
mation to neglect all higher harmonics, i.e., all Fourier
components, X,,, with |[m| > 1 are dropped. This reduces
the dynamical equations to a finite set.
The m =0 (slow) equations are

V-a,=0, (3.5
(V1+260,9,—6%3%)ag=[nplo+6V3rdy— Vb, , (3.6)
Vo=[vnlo—n; , (3.7)
(607 =9, )(po—ag) =V(dg—7¢) , (3.8)
(607 —3¢) [y lo+V:[nplo=0, (3.9)
v§=1+p3+ipt-pi—1lvil*, (3-10)
where B
[XY]y=X,Y,+1Re 3 X, Y_, , (3.11)
m=1
[XY],=X,Y,+X,Y+1 3 X,_,Y,, m¥0.
n#m
(3.12)

The m = =1 (fast) equations are
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zl=9V'a1 >

(V3+2id,+2609,0,—6%3%)a,; = —

(Vi+2id,+263,3,—6%9%)a, 2¢1 [np,];+63:0r¢;—
—¢,+2i63:4,+6°V>¢, =6 [yn],
(ear—a;)(Pu_au)_ ‘é(Pll"an)zvl((ﬁl_?’l) ’

(637 —=3,)(pz1 —a;1) = 5 (p1—a) =31 —71)

037 —8;— 2 |[ny 1+ V-[np]i+ 5 [np. 1, =0,
yi= Po'P1
! Yo

IV. TWO-VARIABLE EXPANSION

Our next task is to disentangle the plasma-scale and
propagation-scale behaviors. We first present a straight-
forward formal procedure to accomplish this end, and
then give a more detailed justification by relating our pro-
cedure to the method of matched asymptotic expansions.
The formal procedure begins with the introduction of a
second time scaling by 7=k,Z°=k,LxT=T/6. A
two-variable expansion scheme ([20], p. 115) is imple-
mented by treating T and 7 as independent variables and
using the chain rule substitution

aT_>aT+—éaT , 4.1
n (3.5)-(3.20). Each Fourier amplitude X,, is then ex-
panded as

X, (r,6,T,7)= 0"X\(r,¢,T,7), 4.2)

n=0

and the coefficients of equal powers of 0 are equated. El-
iminating the negative powers of 6 in the fast equations
(3.13)-(3.20) yields

#0=a!9 =0, (4.3)
70=0, 4.4)
piY=a} (definition of quiver velocity) , 4.5)
ri¥=p (4.6)
3,29 = 4.7)

and all that remains is the modified paraxial wave equa-
tion:

(Vi4+2i3)a)+2i0.al)=n"ay (4.8)

The first-order amplitude a!}’ in (4.8) can be eliminated
by carrying out a 1ong time average over the plasma-scale
variable 7, and using the 7 independence of a{9

o Vb1 + (P +6V 37, —

+5(61=71),
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(3.13)
V.0, , (3.14)
%a§¢1+iar¢l—a§¢1 : (3.15)
(3.16)
(3.17)

(3.18)

(3.19)

(3.20)

guaranteed by (4.7); the result is
(V2+218T)aﬁ)—7700)a(ﬁ) , (4.9)

where 7 is the T-averaged density. In Sec. IV A we will
see that 7y is in fact the density calculated in the quasi-
static approximation [9].

Using the conditions (4.3)-(4.7) in the slow equations
(3.5)-(3.10) yield the lowest-order equations, which form
the basis of our model:

V-al’=0, (4.10)
(Vi+28,0,—32)ag=7"py’ +V(3,—3,)¢y , (4.11)
VO =y O —n, , (4.12)
(8,—3)(py” —a ) =V(¢{" —y§) , (4.13)
(3,3 )y ) +V-(npP)=0 . (4.14)

We can relate the two-variable expansion presented
above to the standard technique of matched asymptotic
expansions ([20], Chap. 1) by noting that the derivatives
with respect to the propagation variable T, in Egs.
(3.5)-(3.19), always occur in the combination 63;.
Differential equations in which the small parameter mul-
tiples the highest derivative terms typically display
boundary layer behavior ([20], p. 345). In our case the
situation is complicated by the appearance of negative
powers of O arising from the elimination of the optical
scale oscillations. In order to meet this difficulty we will
use a slight modification of the usual argument employed
in the method of matched asymptotic expansions. The
idea is to study the behavior of the solution in the limit
6—0. We first examine the equations by expanding the
solution in powers of 6 in the “outer” region, where T is
bounded away from the origin and the T derivatives are
finite. Eliminating the negative powers of 6 imposes the
conditions (4.3)—(4.6) on the leading terms in the expan-
sion. With these conditions in force, the fast equations
(3.13)-(3.19) reduce to the paraxial wave equation:
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(V34+2i3,)alY=9"a9 , (4.15)

and all 7-derivative terms are eliminated from the slow
equations (3.5)—-(3.10). This is equivalent to setting all
the T derivatives to zero in (3.5)—(3.10), and the resulting
equations constitute the well-known quasistatic approxi-
mation [9]. In this limit the fluid variables follow the
field adiabatically; therefore it is not possible to impose
independent initial conditions on them. This cir-
cumstance is not surprising since the order of the fluid
equations is reduced by setting 6=0, but it does require
further analysis in order to recover the freedom to im-
pose initial data. For this purpose it is necessary to con-
sider the solution in an infinitesimal [O(6)] neighbor-
hood of the origin. This is the “inner” region defined by
finite values of the variable 7=T /6. The inner expansion
is obtained by setting d=29,/6 and expanding in powers
of 6. Elimination of the negative powers of 0, again
yields (4.3)-(4.6), and in addition (4.7). In this limit
03— 3, so the order of the fluid equations remains un-
changed, and arbitrary initial conditions can be accom-
modated. The inner and outer expansions determined in
this way must be matched at some intermediate time in
order to get a uniformly valid solution. The intermediate
matching region constitutes the boundary layer, or in the
preqent case initial layer. The dimensionless thickness,

L;, of the initial layer is order unity. In physical terms
this means that L, is large compared to the optical wave-
length and small compared to the Rayleigh range
(1/k <<L;<<Lp).

The two-variable expansion provides an alternative to
the explicit matching procedure. Thus the outer expan-
sion can be recovered by combining (4.8) with
(4.10)-(4.14), imposing 7=T /0 (0,=69;), and letting
6—>0. The result constitutes the QSA for the fluid equa-
tions:

v-al'=0, (4.16)
Via,=np — Va4 (4.17)
V20 =y 0O (4.18)
—3(p} (0) _ °>)=V(¢§°)-VB°)), (4.19)

— 3, (000 4 7. (n{0pl0)=0 (4.20)

Thus the QSA describes the asymptotic behavior of the
solution after the transient oscillations in the initial layer
have died out.

The inner expansion results from  setting
T=0671(3;=09,/0), and taking the limit 6—0.- When (4.7)
is used the result is simply to set the T derivative in (4.8)
to zero. In this case Eqgs. (4.10)-(4.14) are unchanged
and (4.8) becomes

2id,a) =729 —-v4aQ . (4.21)
The integration of (4.21) will in general lead to unaccept-
able (secular) terms proportional to 7, since (4.6) shows
that a! is independent of 7. To avoid this difficulty, let
us return to (4.8), and set 7 —170)+%0, where 170

satisfies the asymptotic (quasistatic) equations
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(4.15)—(4.20). This means that ?:'7})0) will vanish at large 7.

The secular terms can then be avoided by imposing

(V2+ 218T)aﬁ)“1700)a(ﬁ) , (4.22)

2i9.a)=7"a9 . (4.23)

This eliminates the first-order term a!} from the zeroth-

order problem, and identifies the long-time 7 average
with the QSA value.

V. THE FULLY RELATIVISTIC MODEL

We gather here the basic equations for the leading or-
der of the uniform expansion, with the simplified notation
a9 —a, (leading-order laser amplitude), 7"’ —7 (charge
density in the local fluid rest frame), 7, — 7 (quasistatic
charge density), a,—a (vector potential due to wake
motions), p{*’ —p (electron momentum of wake motions),
#3— ¢ (electrostatic potential), y’—y (electron energy).
At the same time we make use of (4.13) to introduce the

potential A by
p—a=VA. (5.1)

This will allow the force equation (4.13) to be written in
either of two forms. The resulting set of equations is

d.a;,=0, (5.2)
(V3+2id;)a; =7a; , (5.3)
V-a=0, (5.4)
(V3+23,9,—32)a=np+V(d,~3;)¢ , (5.5)
Vip=yn—n; , (5.6)
(8,3 )A=¢—7 , (5.7
(3,—3:)(p—a)=V(¢—7) (5.8)
(8,—3)(my)+V-(1p)=0 (5.9)
Y=V 1+p*+(1/2)at-a, . (5.10)

The expression (5.10) for y is obtained by combining
(3.10), (4.5), and (4.4). The gauge condition (5.4) and the
continuity equation (5.9) are not both required; each fol-
lows from the other with the aid of (5.5). The propaga-
tion equation (5.3) does not include dispersion. In the ex-
pansion used here dispersive terms would first appear in
0(6%), so dispersive effects are small for sufficiently un-
derdense plasmas.

A. The quasistatic approximation

As explained in Sec. IV, the solution of (5.2)-(5.10)
asymptotically becomes independent of the plasma-scale
variable 7. The asymptotic solution, denoted by 7, etc.,
will then obey the QSA equations [9]

(V2+2id7)a;, =7a, , (5.11)
v,-a+0a,=0, (5.12)
via,=np,—V,3:4 , (5.13)
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Via,=np,—d , (5.14)
Vig+oip=vn—n; , (5.15)
dp—A)=V(7—¢) . (5.16)

Following Sprangle et al. [9], we now show that the
quasistatic equations can be reduced to a pair of equa-
tions for the laser field a, and the wake potential
=d¢—a,. Since the analysis is carried out entirely in the
QSA, the notation 7, etc., will be dropped. We first ob-
serve that the z component of (5.16) implies that
(y —¢+a,—p,) is independent of §. Since this quantity
has the value one for large positive §, i.e., before the ar-
rival of the pulse, we have

p,=y—(¥+1).

This result allows y, given by (5.10), to be expressed as a
function of a; , p, and ¥:

_ 1+pi+(1/2)af-a, +(+1)
- 2(+1)
The proper density 77 can be expressed as a function of ¢
by eliminating 8§¢ between (5.14) and (5.15), and using
(5.17) to get
otV
1+
Under some conditions, e.g., when cavitation is possible,
(5.19) may yield negative values for 7. In this case the
right-hand side of (5.19) should be replaced by zero [6].
To find the transverse electron momentum pj, substitute

¢=1+a, into (5.13) and use (5.12) to eliminate d.a,; the
result is

(5.17)

Y (5.18)

(5.19)

np,—V,3:4=Via,—V (V a). (5.20)
The curl of the transverse part of (5.16) gives
9V, X(p,—a;)]=0, which in turn  implies

V,Xp,=V,Xa,, since both p, and a, vanish at large pos-
itive £. This observation, together with the identity
V,X(V,XF)=V/(V,-F))—VIF, shows that
Via,—V,(V,-a,)=Vip,—V,(V,-p,); therefore the trans-
verse potential a, can be eliminated from (5.20) which be-
comes

pri =V (Vyp)—mp,=— Vj.ag¢' .

Thus p, is determined in terms of ¢ as the solution of a
differential equation which only involves transverse
derivatives. In the special case of cylindrical symmetry,
the identity Vp, —V (V-p,)=0 simplifies (5.21) to

(5.21)

pl=%Vla§z/J (5.22)
wherever 0. If cavitation occurs, i.e., 7=0 in some
region, then the cylindrically symmetric form of (5.21)
simply shows that V,3,4=0, and provides no informa-
tion about p,. This is of no consequence since the fluid
velocity has no meaning in the absence of any electrons
[6]. The remaining equation for ¥ is obtained by taking
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the divergence of (5.16), and using (5.12), (5.14), and
(5.17) to get [23],

azd’:?’ﬂ‘”[ —Viy +9.V,'p, -

The QSA is thus reduced to a pair of propagation equa-
tions, (5.11) and (5.23), for a; and 3y respectively, togeth-
er with the subsidiary equations (5.18), (5.19), and (5.21)
[or (5.22)], which define the variables y, 7, and p, as
functions of ¥ and a;. The vector potential a can then be
calculated by integrating the transverse part of (5.16) to-
gether with the divergence condition (5.12).

(5.23)

B. Plane-wave stability of the QSA

For a spatially uniform plasma, i.e., for n;(r)=1, the
QSA has an exact plane wave solution given by

_M
2

ajo=udge 7, Q . vo=V 1+ A2/2 .
(5.24)

MNoYo=1, $Y=v0o—1, P=0.

We now consider a perturbation to this solution of the
form

a, —a o+da; =u(A,+84)e o

Y=o t+8¢,

and further write the complex function 8 4 in terms of its
real and imaginary parts, 84 =8U +i8V. The first-order
corrections for y, 1, and p, are computed from (5.18),
(5.19), and (5.21). Linearizing Eqgs. (5.11) and (5.23) in
this way yields

>

(5.25)

20,8U=—V38V , (5.26)
— 2 4o 2
20,8V =VI8U +—(1—y VD)oY , (5.27)
Yo
2 4o
(1+7002)8y=—-—8U . (5.28)

2y

Fourier transforming these equations with respect to r,
£, and T produces the dispersion relation

2 2 2 2
A(1+veq1)
Q2= 91 | 91 0 091 ’ (5.29)

4vo(voqz—1)

where q|, g¢, and () are, respectively, conjugate to r, &,
and 7.

For y0q§<1 the QSA dispersion relation (5.29) pre-
dicts growth rates that increase without bound as
|q,| — . Similar results were obtained by Antonsen and
Mora [24] in the weak-relativity limit. Since g, is mea-
sured in units of the plasma wave number, kp, this means
that perturbations with wave numbers less than kp /v 7,
will be unstable. Indeed when the dimensionless wave
number g, satisfies 0 <(1 —yoqz )< A3 /(2y2), the pertur-
bation is unstable for all values of q;, and for large |q,|
the growth rate increases as g}. Thus for longitudinal
momenta sufficiently close to the critical value k, / V' Vo
the plane-wave solution (5.24) is unstable to perturbations
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on arbitrarily small transverse distance scales. The diver-
gence of the growth rate as |q,| — o is an artifact of the
QSA and will be removed when a more accurate disper-
sion relation is used [25]. In addition, the finite duration
of a realistic pulse will tend to suppress the instability by
imposing a bound on the growth rates of small-scale
transverse perturbations. This effect will be most pro-
nounced for short pulses, but longer pulses more closely
resembling plane waves can be expected to show
significant pulse modulation. The existence of these
modulations can cause numerical instabilities that make
the use of the QSA for such simulations questionable. In
the context of the weak-field limit considered in the next
section, we will show how to improve the QSA so that
these instability problems can be reduced.

Another shortcoming of (5.29) is that it does not de-
scribe forward Raman scattering [26]. This follows from
the observation that (1=0 when g, =0. This defect can
be repaired by including the leading dispersive term in
the propagation equation (5.3) [27]. This yields the
modified dispersion relation

_qi+0%q¢ | g1 +0%;
2 2

A3(1+742)

Q? .
4y3(regz—1

(5.30)

The 6? terms are only significant for very small ¢,. For a
beam with finite spot size w, (g, ) ,=1/w so dispersion
will be unimportant for spot sizes satisfying kpw <<1/6*
(conventional units). This condition is well satisfied in
high-intensity experiments where the incident laser
beams are tightly focused. The subsequent self-focusing
of the beam renders dispersive effects even less important.

VI. THE WEAK-FIELD LIMIT

As a first application of the model described above, we
will consider weak fields with |a; | < 1. For example, as-
suming 1-um radiation, the value |a; | =0.3 corresponds
to an intensity I~10'7 W/cm? and a quiver velocity
v/c~0.3. The full equations (5.2)-(5.10) can then be ap-
proximated by keeping only the leading relativistic
corrections. This approximation has been previously dis-
cussed by several authors [24,28-30].

Since the laser amplitude a; enters into the fluid equa-
tions only through the term |a;|? in (5.10), the fluid
quantities p, a, and n, where

n=yn—n;, (6.1)

are all first order in |a; |2. Thus the p? term in (5.10) is
second order and

y=1+1la,[?+0(la.|*) . (6.2)

The expansion for 7 is obtained by inverting the
definition (6.1) of n:

n=n;+n—1inla,[*+ - . (6.3)

The weak-field equations are obtained by inserting these

expansions into (5.2)-(5.7)
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(Vi+2idp)a, = {7, +a—1im;la.|*}a, , (6.5)
V-a=0, (6.6)
(Vi+28,8,—d%)a=n;a+n,VA+V(3,—3,)¢ , (6.7)
Vip=n, (6.8)
(9,—8)A=¢—1la,|*. (6.9)

In certain special situations the wake vector potential a
vanishes identically. The necessary conditions are ob-
tained by applying the curl operation to (6.7), and setting
a=0to get

Vn,XVA=0. (6.10)

This condition is satisfied for a homogeneous plasma
(n;=1), and it is also satisfied in planar geometries for
which n; and A only depend on z. The latter alternative
will be considered in Sec. VI A, but for the remainder of
this section, we will assume that the plasma is initially
homogeneous.

For the case n;=1, the divergence of (6.7) combined
with (6.8) produces

V’A+VX3,—3,)¢=0=V?A=—(3,—3,)n , (6.11)

and this, combined with the action of 9,=(9,—3;) on

(6.9), finally gives
[(3,—9.+1]n=1V?a, | (6.12)

Similar manipulations lead to equations for the potentials
¢ and A:

[(8,—8.) +1]p=1Lla,|*,
[(8,—8,)*+1]A=13.la, |* .

(6.13)
(6.14)

The weak-field model is completely specified by (6.4),
(6.5), and (6.12). Since (6.4) guarantees that the right-
hand side of (6.12) is independent of 7, the general solu-
tion of (6.12) can be expressed as the sum of a special
solution independent of 7, and the general solution of the
homogeneous equation, i.e.,

n(r,§T,7)=n(r,§T)+na(r,§T,7), (6.15)
where 71(r|,§,T) and 7i(r},§, T, 7) satisfy

[0+ 1ln=1V?(a.|*, (6.16)

[(3,—3,)*+1]7=0. (6.17)

In this simple model the propagation equation (6.5) and
the quasistatic equation (6.16) formally decouple from the
equation for 7, the 7-dependent part of the density, but
the solution of (6.17) must be chosen so that the total
density n=wn+# satisfies the initial conditions at

T=06r=0.

A. Exact 1D solutions

Useful insights into the weak field limit can be obtained
by considering a simpler problem in which the undis-
turbed plasma and the incident laser pulse are planar, i.e.,
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independent of the transverse coordinates. Then there
are 1D solutions obtained by neglecting the transverse
dependence of all the variables. This simplification al-
lows us to examine explicitly features of the general solu-
tion, such as the transient behavior in the initial layer. It
is also important to point out that the same results can be
obtained for averages of the intensity and density over
the transverse coordinates, with no assumptions made
about the transverse profile of the input pulse. This can
be seen by integrating the fluid equations over the trans-
verse coordinates and using the conservation of the total
power passing through a given { plane. This results in
equations of the same form as those given below for the
1D case.

The condition (6.10), which implies a=0, is automati-
cally satisfied for planar geometries, even if the plasma is
longitudinally inhomogeneous. In order to allow for this
possibility, it is convenient to replace the potentials ¢ and
A by the longitudinal fluid momentum, p =8§A, and the
longitudinal electric field, e=—3,$. The dynamical
equations for p, n, and € are easily derived from
(6.7)—(6.9). The final simplification for this case is the as-
sumption that the inhomogeneous ion density is station-
ary, i.e., n;=n;(z), or 9,n;=(3,—9)n;=0. With this
fact in mind, manipulations similar to those used in the
homogeneous case lead to

2idpa, ={n;+n—1in;la;*la, , (6.18)
[(8,—3;)+n;Je=—1nd.a.|, (6.19)
[(3,— 8, +n;lp="13a,|*. (6.20)
n=—09s¢ . (6.21)

Since n;=n;(z)=n;({+7), the r-asymptotic form 7;
represents the ion density deep in the plasma. We will as-
sume that the plasma density is uniform in this region so
that 7; is a constant. Inspection of (6.18) shows that
drla; [2=0; so the right-hand side of (6.19) is indepen-
dent of T as well as 7. The QSA electric field € satisfies
[8z+n;Je=—1mdla, |*, (6.22)
with the same right-hand side, therefore it is also in-
dependent of T. The asymptotic limit of (6.21) yields

which shows that the QSA density 7 is also independent
of T. Therefore (6.18) has the solution

a (&, T =exp | — L(m,+7(&)— 17,1, (O1T |a, (£,0)

[\8)

(6.24)

where I, (£)=la; (£,0)]% This exhibits self-phase modu-
lation of the laser pulse. The fluid equations (6.19) and
(6.20) can be solved by reverting to laboratory coordi-
nates, i.e., (3,—9,)—9,, and making the change of vari-
ables u =Q(z)t, with Q(z)=1/n;(z). This yields an ordi-
nary differential equation that can be solved by variation
of  constants. With the initial conditions

1075
€(z,0)=09,e(z,0)=0, the electric field is given by
e(§,7)=— %Q(g‘—kr)fordr’ Ol (E+7)
Xsin[UE+7)7'] . (6.25)

As 17— o0, (6.25) shows that &(§,7)—E(§), which is a
solution of (6.21). Similar results can be obtained for
p(&,7)and n(§, 7).

Study of the transient phenomena expected to occur in
the initial layer requires a careful consideration of the ini-
tial conditions for the physical problem [27]. For this
purpose it is useful to replace the familiar Gaussian pulse
by a pulse with finite support, i.e., a smooth pulse that
vanishes outside some finite interval on the § axis. Let
the plasma occupy the region z >0, and suppose that
I; (£) vanishes identically for all £>0. Physically this
means that the leading edge of the pulse reaches the plas-
ma at ¢t=0. In the region occupied by the plasma,
&+7>0, (6.25) becomes

€6 )= 3 0E+ ) [ Edrad (G )

Xsin[QUE+T)T],  (6.26)

so the 7 dependence comes entirely from Q(§+7)
=1/n;(£+7), in other words from the longitudinai inho-
mogeneity of the ion density. In particular if the ion den-
sity is homogeneous, then (6.26) has no 7 dependence at
all, and it is easy to show that it satisfies (6.22). Thus the
QSA solution is in fact the exact solution for a finite pulse
entering a longitudinally homogeneocus plasma.

A simple approximation to a finite pulse, peaked at

§=¢&,, is given by

1,(€)= A56(2VIn2L, = £~ C)
=50
4\/H2Lp | ’

2

X cos (6.27)

where 6(x) is the usual step function. The normalization
of L, has been chosen so that the finite pulse has the
same full width at half maximum (FWHM) as the Gauss-
ian pulse exp( —¢&? /Lpz)“ With this form for the pulse the
integral (6.25) can be carried out explicitly, and used to
produce the numerical examples presented below.

Denote the pulse duration in conventional units by 777,
then

*==0.56L, /0 fs=0.56L,/ N, /N, fs . (6.28)

p

The current limitations of laser technology make it
difficult to achieve high-energy pulses with durations
much shorter than 100 fs. For this reason, we will make
our numerical estimates using the practical lower limit
T, >100 fs for the pulse duration. Combining this re-
striction with (6.28) imposes a relation between the di-
mensionless pulse length and the small parameter 6:

»=1.790TF[fs]> 17960=179v/N, /N, . (6.29)

In all the examples discussed in this section we choose
the initial time, ¢ =0, as the arrival time of the leading
edge of the pulse at the beginning of the plasma region;
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this corresponds to the choice §{,= —ZVEZ_LP. We also
assume that the ion density ramps up from the vacuum
over a distance o, according to the model
n(z2)=0(z){0(o —z)sin*(z /20)+60(z—0)}, which is
continuous and has a continuous first derivative every-
where. For a nominal plasma wavelength A=1 um, and
6=0.015 (N,/N,=2.25X10"*), a typical ramp length
of 2 mm corresponds to o =180; this value is used in all
examples.

The short-pulse limit is particularly relevant to the
study of laser accelerations [31,32]. Indeed, the optimum
pulse length for the standard laser wake-field acceleration
scheme is L, =, or in conventional units, L, =i, /2 [5].
According to (6.29) L,=m is only feasible for
6<0.0175 (N,/N.<3.1X107*%). For this application
the most interesting quantity is the longitudinal electric
(wake) field. In the wake region (§—§,< —2VIn2L,) the
QSA electric field oscillates with period Ap and has a
peak amplitude 496 MV/m. The transient behavior of
the full solution is shown in Fig. 1, where we plot the
transient field at {= — 27 (the location of a QSA peak) as
a function of 7. Since the pulse length is small compared
to the ramp length (L, <<o), the entire pulse propagates
through the ramp in the transit time A7, ~o ~180.
The peak transient field is comparable to the peak QSA
field, and the transient solution decays to the QSA value
after the time 7yecay =~ AT, Another way of comparing
the transient and QSA fields is to plot both as functions
of £ for a fixed value of 7. In Fig. 2, we choose 7=67.9,
which corresponds to the peak of the transient field in
Fig. 1.

The QSA peak fields are sensitive to departures from
the optimum value LP=LP /2; for example, if Lp=7LP,
the peak value is reduced to 80 MV/m. By contrast, the
transient field is much less sensitive, as shown in Fig. 3,
where the peak value is larger than that seen in Fig. 1.
Again the transient solution approaches the QSA limit
after about one transit time across the density ramp. The
¢ dependence of the transient field is shown in Fig. 4 for
7=67.6, corresponding to the peak in Fig. 3. At this ear-

400
300
200
100

e(MV/m)

50 100 150 200
-100 T

=200

FIG. 1. Transient longitudinal electric field €(§,7) (in MV/m)
(solid) and QSA field €(£) (dashed) vs 7, at §= —27 for L, =.
Assuming A=1 um, 6=0.015, and 4,=0.3, this corresponds
to Z=—66.67 ym and T, =117 fs.
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FIG. 2. &({,7) at 7=67.9 (t=2.5 ps) (solid curve) and &(¢)
(dashed curve) vs {. Other parameters as in Fig. 1.

ly time the § profile of the transient field differs very
significantly from that of the QSA field.

Long pulses are not suited to wake-field acceleration
schemes, but they are important for channeling experi-
ments. In this limit it is accordingly more useful to
display the charge density rather than the field. For
L,=60 (approximately ten plasma wavelengths) (6.29)
implies n, /n, <0.11. We plot in Fig. 5 the transient den-
sity at the pulse peak. The decay time for the plasma os-
cillations is given bY Tyecay =~ AT ym, T L, =240. In this
case the QSA value, 7 =2X 1073, is two orders of magni-
tude smaller than the transient peak value. In Fig. 6 we
plot the transient density for 7=111, the location of one
of the peaks in Fig. 5. The transient density profile shows
the expected dip at the pulse maximum.

The 1D results presented above are equally valid for
the transversely averaged density and intensity. Thus as
far as these averaged quantities are concerned, the 1D re-
sults can be used without any assumption about the
transverse profile of the incident laser pulse. This fact
can provide useful insight into the behavior of the solu-
tion for the general case of nonplanar pulses, but some
care is needed in interpreting the results. In particular

400
g 200
=
=S VAN
rxy sof 7 \725 150 175 200
T

-200

FIG. 3. e(§,7) vs 7 at {=—29.4(Z=—0.33 mm) for

L,=A\, (T,f=234fs). Other parameters as in Fig. 1.
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FIG. 4. €({,7) vs § at 7=67.6 (t=2.5 ps). Same parameters
as Fig. 3.

-0.0005

-0.001

-0.0015

FIG. 5. Deviation from background density n(§,7) vs 7 at
the pulse peak, §=-—99.9, (Z=-—1.1 mm) for
L,=60 (T, =2.2 ps).

FIG. 6.

n(§,7) vs § at
L,=60 (T, =2.2 ps).

7=111 (t=4.1 ps) for
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the solutions presented here are formally valid for any
pulse duration, no matter how large. Since the initial lay-
er thickness is several times the pulse duration, this im-
plies that the initial layer can be any size. For moderate
pulse durations, i.e., kap << 1/6, the initial layer thick-
ness for the planar solution agrees with the general scal-
ing argument presented in Sec. IV, but for long pulses,
k,L,=1/6, the planar result gives a much larger initial
layer. This means that the planar result, although exact,
is not very useful for describing the propagation of a
transverse modulation. For this purpose, true 3D calcu-
lations are required. In the following section we begin
the study of transverse effects by considering the stability
of plane-wave solutions with respect to transverse modu-
lations.

B. An improved quasistatic approximation

The weak-field equations (6.4), (6.5), and (6.12) have a
plane-wave solution

ajo=udge ", Qo=1(1—142), ny=0. (6.30)
Assuming a perturbed solution of the form
a;=(A,+dA)e "% n=8n and linearizing yields
d,8a; =0, (6.31)
(V34+2id7)8 4= A,[{6n—L 4,Re(84)] , (6.32)
2 Ao 2
[(8,—3¢) +1]8n=-—2~V Re(54) . (6.33)

Since these linear equations have the same structure as
the 1D equations studied in Sec. VI A, the solutions can
be obtained in the same way, and a Fourier transform
yields the weak-field limit of the dispersion relation
(5.29):

2
2 91

g2  A3(1+4¢?)
E i LA 1A
2 (

(6.34)
2 4 qz—l)

This result shows that, while the two-variable expan-
sion scheme does correctly deal with the transient
behavior in the initial layer, it does not escape the insta-
bilities associated with the (7 asymptotic) QSA. In previ-
ous numerical simulations the QSA instabilities have
been treated by ad hoc filtering methods [24], but these
techniques do not arise naturally from the mathematical
problem at hand. On the other hand, the inner and outer
solutions discussed in Sec. IV do provide a natural
method for softening the singularities. In the outer form
of the weak-field equations, (6.4) would not appear and
the 7 derivatives in (6.12) would be replaced by 9,— 609 .
The linearized perturbation equations (6.31)—(6.33) would
then be replaced by

(V3+2i37)84=A,{6n—LA4,Re(84)}, (6.35)

A
[(037—3,)°+1]6n =—>V’Re(54) , (6.36)

corresponding to the dispersion relation, see also [24,25],
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2

q1

V=—
2

T Af 1+q3+264,0—6%0Q2
‘“+T" 9.7 . (6.37)

2 (ge—007—1

2

which reduces to (6.34) for 6=0. The most serious insta-
bility in the QSA occurs at g, =1, where (6.34) has a pole.
In the vicinity of the pole, it is reasonable to neglect the
entire 6 dependence in the numerator and to retain only
the leading [O(0)] term in the denominator of (6.37).
This leads to the approximate dispersion relation

ai, Ab  ltql

_at el
2 4 g};—1-2q,60Q

QZ
2

. (6.38)

For the critical mode g,=1, this cubic equation has no
complex roots outside the region ¢, <gq,., where
4
9dic Ao

(6.39)

1+ql, 6
This means that there are no unstable modes for trans-
verse length scales smaller than 1/g,.. The same analysis
shows that the growth rate I'=|ImQ| is bounded by
Ay/V'0 when A}<<0 and by A43/0 when A2>>6.
Therefore the modified dispersion relation (6.38) elimi-
nates the unbounded growth rates of the QSA. Similar
results hold for the real part of the complex frequency, so
0Q satisfies either |0Q|<V'04, or |6Q|< 43 This
justifies the approximations used in obtaining (6.38) from
(6.37), since the assumptions 4, <<1 and 6 <<1 guaran-
tee |0Q| << 1.

The improved stability resulting from the approximate
dispersion relation (6.38) suggests the following
modification for the numerical simulation of the weak
field model. First recall that the version of (6.12) ap-
propriate to the outer expansion is

[8;—260,0;+6%3%+11n=1V?a,|*. (6.40)

Now consider a difference scheme for (6.5) with step size
AT. In the step T;—T; =T, +AT, we replace the qua-
sistatic equation (6.16) by

[0—2600.8;+1]1n=1V?a,|?, (6.41)
where the O(6?) term in (6.40) has been dropped, in line
with the approximations leading to (6.38), and the right-
hand side, evaluated at T= Tj, is independent of 7. Thus
instead of allowing the quasistatic part of the density to
follow the field adiabatically, we determine the density at
T; ., by integrating (6.41). The improved stability associ-
ated with the dispersion relation (6.38) suggests that this
procedure will suppress the most damaging QSA instabil-
ity. The modified QSA equation (6.41) has been previous-
ly considered by Mori et al. [26] in connection with for-
ward Raman scattering.

C. Variational formulation of the improved QSA

It is known that the combination of Maxwell’s equa-
tions with the relativistic fluid equations is a Hamiltonian
system [19], and the QSA equations [(5.11)-(5.16)] have
also been derived from a variational principle by averag-
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ing the exact Lagrangian over the rapid pulse oscillations
[12]. It is therefore natural to expect that the improved
QSA equations (6.5) and (6.41) can also be derived from a
variational principle. For this purpose, the electrostatic
potential is a more convenient variable than the charge
density. The improved QSA equation for ¢ is
(0—260,3;+1]¢=1la, | .

4

(6.42)

This follows from (6.13) by means of the substitution
9,— 09, and the subsequent neglect of the O(6?) term.
The improved QSA defined by (6.42) and (6.5) can be de-
rived from the variational principle

8 [dt [d¢[d*r (L, +Ly+ L) =0, (6.43)

n.
L,=ila}dra; —c.c.—|V,a; |>*—n;|a, |2+?’|a,_ 14,

(6.44)
Ly=43,V’$)(0374)+2(3,V$)-(3,V$)—2Vd-V¢ ,
(6.45)
Lin=—la, V% . (6.46)
The Hamiltonian corresponding to (6.43) is
H= [d¢ [d¥ IV, |*—n, |1— o, lay 2
L]Iviar i 8 L

+2(v¢)2—2(va;¢>2+iaL|2v2¢] )

(6.47)

Since the Hamiltonian H is a constant of the motion, its
numerical value is determined by the initial conditions.
This fact constrains the later behavior of the solution,
especially with regard to possible singularities. In addi-
tion H satisfies a minimum principle, so it can be used as
the basis for approximate variational calculations.

VII. SIMULATION RESULTS
IN THE WEAK-FIELD LIMIT

We describe here simulations of the weak-field model
defined by (6.4), (6.5), (6.16), and (6.17). The propagation
equation (6.5) is solved by a spectral method for paraxial
propagation [33]. The paraxial evolution operator is
truncated at fourth order in AT, and the action of the op-
tical Hamiltonian is conveniently represented in terms of
fast Fourier transforms in the radial variable. This is a
fast and economical method, which avoids the difficulties
associated with Hankel transform techniques. The im-
proved QSA density equation, (6.41), is treated similarly.

The situation modeled here corresponds to conditions
similar to those simulated by Andreev and co-workers
[28,34]. The novel features of the present work are the
demonstration of angular dependence in the Raman spec-
tra, and the detailed calculation of phase histories. Our
results show a decided angular dependence of the spectra.
Our results are consistent with the experimental observa-
tions of Coverdale et al. [35,36] on the blueshifted part of
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the spectrum. The phase information allows one to pre-
dict experimentally observed amplitude phase reconstruc-
tions of the transmitted pulse by techniques such as fre-
quency resolved optical gating [37], which are now being
used to understand laser-plasma interactions [38].

The simulation results shown below represent a laser
with wavelength A=1 um incident on a performed plas-
ma with density N, /N,=0.002. The paraxial parameter
6=0.04, so the plasma wavelength is A, =22.4 um, and
the plasma length scale is 1/kp=3.6 um. The propaga-
tion scale used in our general analysis is the Rayleigh
range corresponding to transverse modulations on the
plasma length scale, Ly =kkp >=80 um [kpLp=22.4
=0(1/6)], which is small compared to the Rayleigh
range for the initial spot size, L, =7w2/A=1.6 cm. The
incident field is both longitudinally and transversely
Gaussian:

2
r, 2

w

ap=apexp | — (7.1)

Z
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with  w=L,=72 ym  (kpw=kpL,=20.1), and
a;=0.27 (I,=1.1X10"7 W/cm?). The longitudinal
pulse coordinate Z =z —ct measures the distance from
the peak of the nominal (undistorted) pulse, so, for a fixed
value of Z, the time coordinate Z°%=ct represents the
propagation distance into the plasma.

We study the development of relativistic self-focusing
and wake-field generation by calculations carried out at
increasing values of the propagation coordinate Z°. Fig-
ure 7 shows the results for a propagation distance Z°=4
mm (Z°/Lg=49.7, Z°/L,=0.24). Figure 7(a) shows
the radial dependence of the laser intensity and the elec-
tron density, evaluated at the nominal pulse maximum
(Z=0). Self-focusing is indicated by a slight increase of
the maximum normalized intensity |a; |? from the in-
cident value of 0.073 to 0.084. Further evidence is given
in Fig. 7(c), which shows the radial variation in the
phase. The change in sign of the curvature of the phase
at the center is characteristic of self-focusing. The
smooth depression in the electron density in Fig. 7(a)
shows the expected expulsion of electrons from the region

0.1

0.08 [

0.06 |

lal?

0.04 |

0.02 |

P I T W,

-100 0 100 200
Z (um)

0 Lol
-200

0.50 [ rr o e e e e e
0.40 F

030 |

phase
o
N
o

0.00 [

_0']0 :IkllIlAllllllllAlllJ\|14||AI1[|1||IIIII:
-400 -200 0 200 400

€ (um)

FIG. 7. Normalized intensity, phase, and electron density after propagation distance of 4 mm. (a) Radial variation of intensity
(solid line, left scale) and electron density (dotted line, right scale) at Z=0. (b) Longitudinal variation of intensity and electron densi-
ty at r=0. (c) Radial phase variation at Z=0. (d) Longitudinal phase variation at r =0.



1080

lal?

phase

0.10
aosf
Qoef
QO4f
0.02 ff

0.00 L

M. D. FEIT, J. C. GARRISON, AND A. M. RUBENCHIK

10® An/n

T

Y

T

YT T T T

—
o

N
L

PR

ct = 6mm

NS BT IS |

s

| U S S AN SRS T T S G R S R

50 100 150
r (um)

200

lal?

phase

0.10 [

0.08 |

0.06

0.04

0.02

0.00
-4

10% An/n
1

L B e S S B LA

LA B L B L S

|""|""|""J
ct=6mm (b)]

IUEE FTUTE FETTE N
[
py

00

T
T T

IAARRRRERARE:

\AASRAARARAS RS A

ct = 6mm

sad oo oo b b s Loonddiy

»
o
o

FIG. 8. Normalized intensity, phase, and electron density after propagation distance of 6 mm. Same quantities are shown as in

Fig. 7.

lal?

phase

0.10

0.08

0.06

0.04

0.02

0.00

10° An/n
et . ——r—r)
[ (2) 4
: 30
ct=8mm - -2
-4
3 1-6
P B T NN S
50 100 150 200
r (um)
e
(e)
L P L PO S S S R ¥ | TR :
o] 50 100 150 200
r (um)

2
lal

phase

0.08 |

0.06

0.04 |

0.02 |

e 102 An/n

410

-10

02 |

0.0

-0.2

Pl EPEE SR [ SR U

LA e e o

(d) ]

-400

-200 0
Z (um)

FIG. 9. Normalized intensity, phase, and electron density after propagation distance of 8 mm. Same quantities

Fig. 7.

are shown as in



53 SHORT PULSE LASER PROPAGATION IN UNDERDENSE PLASMAS

10® An/n
013 ————1——71 11+ 6
E 1
0.12 _'4
0.11 1
~ 42
= 0.10
Z )
0.09 ]
0.08 1-2
0.07 Tiwt -4
0 2 10

6
ct (mm)

FIG 10. Axial development of normalized intensity (solid
line, left scale) and electron density (dotted line, right scale)
showing self-focusing and the onset of forward Raman scatter-
ing.

of highest intensity. This effect can also be seen in Fig.
7(b), which displays the on-axis intensity and density as a
function of the longitudinal pulse coordinate Z. This plot
also shows the large-amplitude density oscillations behind
the pulse. These are wake-field oscillations at the plasma
wavelength. The small-amplitude density oscillations in
advance of the pulse represent aliasing effects due to the
use of a finite numerical Z window. The amplitude of
these spurious waves is decreased by using a window,
which includes more of the wake region. In these calcu-
lations the presence of the spurious plasma oscillations in
advance of the pulse had no apparent effect on the subse-
quent evolution of the pulse, but such effects are possible

Ao:/o)p

x/0
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when the plasma is seeded with oscillations [34,39]. The
phenomenon of self-phase modulation is seen in Fig. 7(d)
which shows the on-axis laser phase as a function of Z.

Figure 8 shows the situation after propagation through
Z°=6 mm (Z°/Lgp=74.51, Z°/L,=0.36). In Fig. 8(a)
the on-axis intensity has again increased, and the radial
density profile shows the first evidence of transverse plas-
ma oscillations. Increased focusing is also shown by the
steepening of the radial phase profile in Fig. 8(c). The in-
creasing importance of the wake field is demonstrated by
the fourfold increase in the oscillation amplitudes as seen
in Fig. 8(b), and the ripples on the phase shown in Fig.
8(d).

By the time the propagation distance of Z°=8 mm
(Z°/Lg =99.3, Z°/L,=0.48) is reached, the laser pulse
itself has been significantly affected, as shown in Fig. 9.
The large transverse density oscillations seen in Fig. 9(a)
have a pronounced effect on the transverse profile of the
pulse; self-focusing is strongly modified so that the inten-
sity maximum moves off-axis. This behavior has also
been seen in simulations of Esarey, Krall, and Sprangle
[40]. The amplitude of the wake-field oscillations, shown
in Fig. 9(b), has increased fiftyfold from Fig. 8 and this
has brought about deep modulations in the longitudinal
pulse profile. This represents scattering of light from the
plasma oscillations, usually called forward Raman
scattering [9,24,28]. The same effect is represented in the
strong modulation of the phase seen in Fig. 9(d). These
effects can also be due to a distinct process known as
self-modulation [40].

Another view of the buildup of plasma oscillations is
shown in Fig. 10, which plots the central values of inten-
sity and density versus propagation distance. Self-
focusing continues until the amplitude of the density os-
cillations, which are strongest on-axis, is large enough to

FIG. 11. Spectral density after 8 mm of
propagation. Ten orders of magnitude are
shown to clearly identify the angular broaden-
ing due to self-focusing and spectral broaden-
ing due to Raman scattering.
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cause significant light scattering.

If the propagation distance Z°=8 mm taken to be the
end of the plasma, then the field radiated to infinity will
be determined by the Fourier transform, @;(q,,q,), of
ay(r,z—Z°2°) with respect to r, and z. Since a; is the
envelope field, the variable g, is proportional to the shift,
Aw, of the carrier frequency. Figure 11 shows the spec-
tral power, |@;(q,,q,)|% at the end of the plasma as a
function of Aw and the diffraction angle y~gq, /k. Two
features are clearly evident. The first is the appearance of
large angles (large g,) at Aw=0. This is a signature of
self-focusing. The second feature is the generation of side
bands at the Stokes and anti-Stokes frequencies for for-
ward Raman scattering. The intensity of these side bands
is exaggerated in the plot since it shows the logarithm of
the spectral power. Note particularly the asymmetry be-
tween the Stokes and anti-Stokes spectra. These results
suggest that angular dependence of scattered spectral
power might be a useful diagnostic tool when strong
wave fields are generated.

VIII. SIMPLIFIED MODELS FOR STRONG FIELDS

The weak-field limit discussed in Secs. VI and VII is
not the only situation in which the general equations can
be simplified. A simplified version of (5.1)-5.10) can be
derived for fields of any strength provided the pulse
length is very large. For short pulses the QSA equations
(5.11)—(5.16) can be simplified in the case of quasiplanar
pulses.

For pulse lengths that are very large compared to the
plasma wavelength it is reasonable to average the full
equations over the plasma-scale variables § and 7. If we
make the additional assumption that averages of prod-
ucts; e.g., 1, p, all factorize, then the averaging procedure
is formally equivalent to assuming a solution that is in-
dependent of § and 7. This assumption produces
significant simplifications. The wave equation (5.5) for
the wake vector potential a reduces to

Via=qp . (8.1)

Since (8.1), (5.1), and (5.4) are homogeneous in p and a,
the condition a=p=0 is consistent with the equations.
It should be noted, however, that this condition is not im-
posed by the fluid equations, so its use implicitly involves
the assumption that there are no instabilities in the full
equations, which could asymptotically lead to nonvanish-
ing average values for a and p. The averaged form of the
force equation (5.8) is the condition for equilibrium be-
tween the electrostatic and ponderomotive forces, and in-
tegration yields ¢=y —1. The proper electron density
can then be expressed in terms of ¥ by solving Poisson’s
equation (5.6) for n. With all these simplifications in
force the general equations are reduced to

n;+Vvi,
4

with y=1/1+1a¥-a;. This model has been used by
several authors to study laser-induced cavitation [6,9,41].
In a future publication we will present a generalization of

(V34+2id,)a; = a; , (8.2)
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this model that includes ion motion.

We next consider a pulse with transverse width much
larger than the pulse length or the plasma wavelength.
In this situation the transverse derivatives in the QSA
equations are small compared to the { derivatives, which
refer to the plasma wavelength scale. In this limit all
transverse derivatives are set to zero in (5.12)—(5.16).
When this is combined with the boundary condition that
all variables approach the quiescent-fluid values for large
positive §, we find the following results: (5.12) shows that
a,=0, which in turn implies that the wake potential and
the electrostatic potential coincide, y=¢—a,=¢. (5.13)
yields p; =0, and (5.16) shows that a,=p, =0. Substitut-
ing these results into (5.11), (5.18), (5.19), and (5.23) final-
ly yields [9]

n.
(V34+2id,)a;, = l+'$a,‘ , (8.3)
1 .
PR R A 8.4)

IX. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we have carried out a multiple-time-
scales perturbative analysis of the coupled system consist-
ing of Maxwell’s equations and the relativistic fluid equa-
tions for the plasma electrons. The expansion parameter
6=1/N,/N, is the characteristic diffraction angle for
paraxial propagation, and it also defines the separation
between the plasma and propagation time scales. One re-
sult of this analysis is the existence of an initial layer
(temporal boundary layer) in which the fluid variables
evolve from their initial quiescent values to the quasistat-
ic limit in which the fluid is stationary in the frame mov-
ing with the pulse. The thickness of the initial layer is
determined by the pulse length, so it can be a significant
feature, as we shall see below. We have also shown that
the quasistatic limit suffers from plane-wave instabilities
that give rise to numerical difficulties, even for finite
duration pulses. By combining the multiple-scale and in-
stability analyses, we have constructed an improved qua-
sistatic approximation that gives superior results in simu-
lations. This scheme has a Hamiltonian structure that
can also be used to constrain the behavior of the solu-
tions.

In the weakly relativistic limit (laser intensity I < 10!’
W/cm?) we have obtained exact planar solutions and car-
ried out simulations for cylindrically symmetric 3D
pulses in order to illustrate these features. The planar
solutions show that the quasistatic limit is attained after
several pulse durations. The simulations exhibit relativis-
tic self-focusing and the growth of wake-field oscillations.
Transverse plasma oscillations are seen to eventually
cause deep modulations in the laser pulse itself; this leads
to modifications in self-focusing.

The most important experiments described by this
model are related to laser wake-field acceleration or the
fast igniter concept. The basic idea of the laser wake-field
accelerator is that the electrons are trapped by the wake
field and accelerated to the group velocity
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v, =c(1—w}/w?), with energy E /mc*~2N,/N,. Thus
increasing the electron energy requires using low density
plasmas. Since the optimum pulse length satisfies
L,=0(Ap)x 1/v/'N,, the required pulse length grows
with energy. This implies that the transient effects illus-
trated in Secs. VI and VII should be taken into account,
since the thickness of the initial layer is several times the
pulse duration. In the fast igniter experiments the plas-
ma density is higher, but there is no necessary relation
between the pulse duration and the density, so pulses can
be either short, kPLp=O(1), or long, k,,Lp >>1. Also
the total propagation distance can be comparable to the
initial layer or much larger. In the first case, considera-
tion of initial transients will be essential. In the second

case, the quasistatic approximation will be satisfied for
most of the propagation length, and the improved QSA
can be used to suppress the instabilities described in Sec.
V B.
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FIG. 11. Spectral density after 8 mm of
propagation. Ten orders of magnitude are
shown to clearly identify the angular broaden-
ing due to self-focusing and spectral broaden-
ing due to Raman scattering.



