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We study photoionization of argon atoms excited by attosecond pulses using an interferometric

measurement technique. We measure the difference in time delays between electrons emitted from the

3s2 and from the 3p6 shell, at different excitation energies ranging from 32 to 42 eV. The determination of

photoemission time delays requires taking into account the measurement process, involving the interac-

tion with a probing infrared field. This contribution can be estimated using a universal formula and is

found to account for a substantial fraction of the measured delay.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevLett.106.143002 PACS numbers: 32.80.Rm, 32.80.Qk, 42.65.Ky

The interaction of light with matter is an essential pro-
cess in nature and, in particular, the photoelectric effect has
been studied during decades using synchrotron radiation
[1]. The development of ultrashort light pulses in the atto-
second range allows scientists to tackle temporal aspects of
electron transitions in atoms, molecules, and more com-
plex systems. Cavalieri et al. [2] investigated photoemis-
sion from the valence and the conduction band in tungsten
crystals using single attosecond pulses and an infrared (ir)
probing field through the streaking technique [3]. Recently,
Schultze et al. [4] implemented the same technique to
study photoemission from the 2s2 and 2p6 shells in neon
at a pulse energy of 100 eV. They measured a difference in
photoemission time delays equal to 21 as, a value which is
significantly larger than the expected theoretical value, as
further discussed in a series of theoretical articles [5–8].

In this Letter, we examine photoemission of electrons
from the 3s2 and 3p6 shells in argon. Our method uses a
frequency comb of high-order harmonics with photon en-
ergies varying from 32 to 42 eV for the photoionization and
a weak ir field for probing the outgoing electrons. It is
based on interferometry and presents analogies with co-
herent control schemes used for phase measurements close
to resonant states [9–11]. Here we explore single photo-
ionization in the threshold region for the 3s2 shell, where
one expects large variation in photoemission times. The
measurement shows a delay between the ionization from
the 3s2 and 3p6 shells which varies with photon energy. We
investigate the influence of the interaction with the weak ir
field, which is needed to do the interferometric measure-
ment and get the temporal information. Probing the out-
going electron wave packet (EWP), even with a weak ir
field, affects electron motion and therefore the measured
delay. Fortunately, this effect can be analytically calculated
and takes a universal form, that allows us to disentangle the
different effects and gives us access to the single-photon
ionization time, also called Wigner time [12,13].

The basic principle of our experiment is shown in Fig. 1.
We ionize argon using a comb of high-order harmonics.
With a central frequency of the harmonic comb above the
binding energy of the 3s shell we simultaneously create
two independent EWPs, one originating from the 3s2 and
one from the 3p6 shell. The presence of a fraction of the
fundamental laser field with frequency ! induces the for-
mation of sideband peaks due to two-photon transitions
including absorption or emission of an ir photon [14,15].
Two different and interfering quantum paths involving
consecutive harmonics lead to the same sideband (see
Fig. 1). When changing the delay � between the harmonic
comb and the laser field, the sideband signal from a given
shell is modulated as [16]

Sð�Þ ¼ �þ � cos½2!ð�� �A � �IÞ�; (1)

FIG. 1 (color online). Principle of the measurement. Two
EWPs originating from different shells are simultaneously cre-
ated using the same comb of high-order harmonics. The out-
going EWPs are further probed with a weak ir field. For
simplicity only two harmonics are indicated. Also shown is the
experimental harmonic spectrum used.
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where �, � are two constants independent of �. The term
�A is proportional to the difference in phase between
consecutive harmonics and describes the group delay of
the attosecond pulses, while �I represents the atomic delay
due to the two-photon ionization process [17]. As we will
show below �I can be connected to the Wigner time delay
�W for the single-photon ionization. The knowledge of �A
as well as of the absolute value of the delay � would enable
us to determine �I directly. However, these variables are
difficult to obtain separately. The simultaneous measure-
ment of the two EWPs allows us to cancel the influence
of the attosecond group delay �A and to determine
�Ið3sÞ � �Ið3pÞ at the same photon energy, i.e., at kinetic
energies separated by the difference in binding energy
between the two shells (13.5 eV).

Our experiments were performed with a 800 nm, 30 fs
titanium-sapphire laser system [18]. High-order harmonics
were generated in a pulsed Ar gas cell and spatially filtered
using a small aperture [19]. We used a 0:2 �m thick
chromium thin film to select a 10 eV-broad spectral win-
dow corresponding to harmonic 21 to 27 at 38 eV central
energy (see Fig. 1). This filter was chosen to separate the
wave packets emitted from the 3s and 3p shells in energy.
The comb of four phase-locked harmonics, corresponding
to a train of attosecond pulses with a 450 as duration, was
focused by a toroidal mirror into the sensitive region of a
magnetic bottle electron spectrometer containing a diffu-
sive Ar gas jet. Part of the laser field was extracted prior to
the high-order harmonic generation and recombined colli-
nearly with the harmonics with a variable time delay �. The
precision of our measurement does not depend on the
duration of the attosecond extreme-ultraviolet (xuv) pulses
but on the interferometric stability of our experiment,
estimated to be 50 as.

Figures 2(a) and 2(b) present electron spectra as a func-
tion of the delay � between the xuv and the ir pulses. The
low-energy spectrum in Fig. 2(a) shows electron peaks at
energies corresponding to single-photon ionization from
the 3s shell by the harmonics and additional sideband
peaks due to two-photon transitions. The high-energy
part of the spectrum shown in Fig. 2(b) presents the corres-
ponding photoelectron spectra for 3p ionization. Although
simultaneously recorded the results are presented sepa-
rately due to the unequal signal strength caused by the
difference in cross section and detector sensitivity (note the
different color scales). For both channels the sideband
signal oscillates, allowing us to extract the delay by
Fourier transform along the time axis for a weak ir field
[20]. The ir intensity was estimated to be well below
1012 W cm�2. Figure 2(c) presents the delays obtained
for the scan shown in (a) and (b), corrected for the influ-
ence of the Cr filter, which is positively dispersive in this
region [21]. The variation in delay reflects mainly the
positive chirp of the attosecond pulses. The main experi-
mental result of the present work is the significant offset

between the delays measured for the two wave packets. To
emphasize this result, we show as a dashed line the
3p delays shifted down in energy by 13.5 eV. Taking the
difference between the measured delays at the same exci-
tation energy allows us to eliminate the attosecond chirp
and to reduce the effect of temporal drifts in the interfer-
ometer. Averaging over five independent measurements,
we determine a difference in delays �Ið3sÞ � �Ið3pÞ equal
to �40� 10 as for sideband 22, �110� 10 as for side-
band 24, and �80� 30 as for sideband 26.
To understand the meaning of these time delays, we need

to establish the connection between single-photon ioniza-
tion and the two-photon ionization process used in the
measurement. The phase of the transition matrix element
describing a single ionization process towards a final state
with angular momentum ‘ is the scattering phase �‘, i.e.,
the phase accumulated by the photoelectron when escaping
from the atom. Its energy derivative �W ¼ @@�‘ð�Þ=@�
represents the ‘‘photoionization time delay’’ also called
Wigner time delay [12,13]. Clearly, both �‘ and �W de-
pend on the details of the atomic potential and their
computation remains a challenge for theory. Using
second-order perturbation theory, the transition matrix ele-
ment for two-photon ionization involving absorption of a
harmonic photon !H and an ir photon ! from an initial
state ’i to a continuum state ’~k with asymptotic momen-

tum ~k can, using atomic units, be written as

Mð2Þ
a ð ~kÞ¼�iELEH lim

"!0þ

XZ
n

h’~kj ~� � ~rj’nih’nj ~� � ~rj’ii
�iþ!H��nþ i"

: (2)

The complex amplitudes of the laser and harmonic fields
are denoted EL and EH and ~� is their common polarization
vector. The energies of the initial and intermediate states
are denoted �i and �n, respectively. The integral sum is
performed over all possible intermediate states ’n.

FIG. 2 (color). Energy spectra as a function of delay from
electrons liberated from the 3s shell (a) and the 3p shell (b),
respectively. (c) Retrieved delays corrected for the Cr group
delay. Also shown are the 3p delays shifted down in energy for
comparison with the 3s delays (dashed line).
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The index a indicates that we first discuss a two-photon
process with absorption of the ir photon.

We consider the channels s ! p ! ‘ with ‘ ¼ s, d.
Using spherical coordinates, separating radial and angular
parts, and expanding the final wave function into partial
waves, the transition matrix element becomes

Mð2Þ
a ð ~kÞ ¼ �iELEH

X
‘¼0;2

C‘0Y‘0ðk̂Þei�‘ðkÞTð2Þ
a ðkÞ; (3)

where Y‘0 is a spherical harmonic,C‘0 is the corresponding
angular coefficient, and �‘ is the scattering phase of the
final state. The radial two-photon transition matrix element

Tð2Þ
a ðkÞ can be expressed as [15,17]

Tð2Þ
a ðkÞ¼XZ

n

hRk‘jrjRn1ihRn1jrjRi0i
�iþ!H��nþ i"

¼hRk‘jrj�ka1i: (4)

In the right part of Eq. (4) we introduce the perturbed wave
function �ka1 with the wave number ka such that k2a=2 ¼
�i þ!H ¼ k2=2�! (see Fig. 1) [22]. To get an estimate

of the phase of Tð2Þ
a , we consider the asymptotic behavior of

the wave functions involved in Eq. (4). The perturbed wave
function �ka1 is an outgoing wave [23,24]

lim
r!1�ka1ðrÞ / ei½kar�1=2�þ1=ðkaÞ lnð2karÞþ�1ðkaÞ�; (5)

while Rk‘ is real with an asymptotic behavior:

lim
r!1Rk‘ðrÞ / sin

�
kr� ‘

2
�þ 1

k
lnð2krÞ þ �‘ðkÞ

�
: (6)

The factor ‘�=2 arises from the centrifugal potential,
while lnð2krÞ=k is a correction due to the long-range
Coulomb potential. Using Eqs. (3)–(6) we find an approxi-

mate expression for Mð2Þ
a ðkÞ

Mð2Þ
a ðkÞ / ei�1ðkaÞ|fflffl{zfflffl}

ðIÞ
�

�
i

ka � k

�
iz ð2kÞi=k
ð2kaÞi=ðkaÞ

�ð2þ izÞ
|fflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl{zfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl}

ðIIÞ

; (7)

where z ¼ 1=ka � 1=k and �ðzÞ is the complex gamma
function. The first phase term (I) is the scattering phase of
the intermediate state and identical to the phase of the
corresponding one-photon ionization. The phase of term
(II) can be assigned to the laser-driven transition connect-
ing the two continuum states in the presence of the long-
range Coulomb potential, ’cc

a . It is independent of the
short-range behavior of the atomic potential and therefore
universal. Corrections to this approximation due to the core
are expected to become important only at energies close to
threshold.

The phase of the two-photon matrix elementMð2Þ
e for the

second pathway, i.e., absorption of an harmonic photon!H

followed by emission of an ir photon! via an intermediate
state with wave number k2e=2 ¼ k2=2þ! (see Fig. 1),
can be derived in a similar manner. The total interference

signal is obtained by angular integration of jMð2Þ
a þMð2Þ

e j2.
It can be written as Eq. (1), with

�I ¼ �1ðkeÞ � �1ðkaÞ
2!|fflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl{zfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl}
�W

þ ’cc
e ðkÞ � ’cc

a ðkÞ
2!|fflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl{zfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl}
�cc

: (8)

This result gives an intuitive understanding of the ioniza-
tion time �Ið3sÞ. It can be expressed as the sum of the
Wigner time delay �W for one-photon ionization 3s ! �p
and an additional continuum-continuum delay �cc inherent
to the measuring process. This analytical derivation can be
easily generalized to other ionization channels.
Figure 3 shows the delays involved in the three ioniza-

tion channels 3p ! �s (a), 3p ! �d (b), and 3s ! �p (c)
in Ar as a function of kinetic energy. The Wigner time
delay �W (dashed) is obtained by taking the derivative of
the scattering phase (Coulomb phase plus phase shift taken
from [25]). For comparison, we also show in (d) the delays
for the pathway 1s ! �p in hydrogen in the same energy
region, using the Coulomb phase. The continuum-
continuum delay �cc (dash-dotted) is calculated for a
800 nm laser wavelength and identical for all the channels
and atoms. The solid line indicates �I as the sum of the two
contributions. The Wigner time delay variation can be
nicely and intuitively interpreted. Low-energy electrons
take a longer time to escape from a given shell than
high-energy electrons. Furthermore, electrons escaping to
a channel with higher angular momentum take a longer
time than those escaping to a channel with low angular
momentum because of the centrifugal barrier. The
continuum-continuum delay has the opposite behavior

FIG. 3 (color online). Computed delays associated with the
following ionization channels: (a) 3p ! �s, (b) 3p ! �d,
(c) 3s ! �p in Ar, and (d) 1s ! �p in H. The dashed lines
(red) are the one-photon Wigner time delays. The dash-dotted
lines (blue) represent the estimated delays induced by the
measurement �cc. The sum of the two delays is shown as a solid
line (black). The dotted line (black) in (d) is the result of an exact
calculation in H.
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and leads to an apparent quicker escape for the low-energy
electrons. Finally, we also indicate in Fig. 3(d) results from
exact calculations in H (dotted line). The comparison
between the solid and dotted lines gives an estimation of
the error made in considering only the asymptotic behav-
iors of the perturbed and final wave functions. For the
energy range considered in the present work the asy-
mmetry parameter remains close to 2 [26], which indi-
cates that the ionization channel 3p ! �d dominates over
3p ! �s. Neglecting the 3p ! �s channel, we calculate
�Ið3sÞ � �Ið3pÞ at the same excitation energy [Eq. (8)].
Figure 4 presents the approximated delays (solid line),
together with the experimental results (r). The experimen-
tal results at the two highest energies agree well with the
results of our calculation, indicating that the scattering
phases [25] and our approximated continuum-continuum
transition are reliable in this region. The lowest energy
point, however, lies several standard deviations away from
the calculated value. In this region the core may play a
more important role for the continuum-continuum transi-
tion, and the Wigner time delays may differ from those
calculated in [25]. In addition, the finite difference ap-
proximation to the Wigner time delay in Eq. (8) might
break down in the presence of sharp resonances [27]. Using
our experimental measurements combined with our esti-
mated continuum-continuum delays, we can tentatively
deduce the difference in single photoemission delays to
be equal to 140 as at 34 eV and �20 as at 37 and 40 eV.

In conclusion, we have performed experimental mea-
surements of photoemission from the 3s2 and 3p6 shells in
Ar, using interferometry with a weak ir field to probe the
created EWPs. We identify two contributions to the
measured delays: the Wigner time delay and a delay in-
herent to the measurement process. Both contributions are
most important near threshold and vanish as the energy

increases. We believe that the work presented here will
stimulate further experiments, aiming at measuring photo-
emission delays in a variety of systems, and providing data
that could be compared to advanced theoretical
calculations.
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FIG. 4 (color online). Comparison between the measured de-
lay differences for ionization of Ar from the 3s and 3p shells
(diamonds) with calculations performed according to the ap-
proximate theory developed in this work (solid black line). Also
shown is the delay expected for one-photon ionization (dashed
red line) and the laser-driven continuum-continuum transition
(dash-dotted blue line).
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