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Three-Dimensional Self-Collapse of Langmuir Waves
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Experimental observation of Langmuir-wave collapse in three dimensions is presented
with regard to collapse rate and threshold. Collapse proceeds under its own trapped field
even after the decoupling from the external driver.

PACS numbers: 52.35.Mw, 52.35.Ra

Since the fundamental work by Zakharov' on
Langmuir-wave collapse and strong turbulence, and
the independent experimental discovery of cavi-
tons, there has been intense interest in this sub-
ject. Numerical calculations3 4 and computer simu-
lations have demonstrated repeatedly the oc-
currence of self-collapse of Langmuir waves in two
and three dimensions. By self-collapse, we mean
the contraction of the Langmuir wave trapped in-
side the density cavity into small spatial dimensions
under the influence of ponderomotive force. Once
collapse is initiated, the process will continue even
if the driver is terminated or decoupled. This is
possible in three dimensions because the pondero-
motive force resulting from the trapped field in-
creases as I. , whereas the convective loss only in-
creases as L 2, where L is the size of the contract-
ing wave field. Through the process of collapse, the
plasma can reach a granular state7 in physical and
phase spaces composed of density cavities and local-
ized fields. Experimental observation of collapse is
important to the understanding of strong Langmuir
turbulence in plasmas and to the confirmation of
the self-collapse process in the presence of kinetic
effects and electron nonlinearities which are not
fully explored in analytical models. ' Previous ex-
perimental measurements were obtained either in
only one spatial dimension or in an inhomogeneous
plasma.

In this paper, we would like to present both spa-
tial and temporal measurements in an unmagnet-
ized, homogeneous plasma which quantitatively
verify the theoretical description of the collapse
process. This instability is excited in a beam-plasma
system whose previous results9 have demonstrated
the existence of spiky turbulence and the simul-
taneous emission of harmonic radiation. A fast
electron beam with parameters of koao ——6,
ug/u, ——30, duo/ub~ 2lo, and nb/no= (0.4—2)'lo

(ko is the initial wave number, ao is the initial spa-
tial half-width of the beam, ub/u, is the ratio of
beam velocity to electron thermal velocity, Av~~ is

the parallel beam spread, and nb/no is the ratio of
beam density to plasma density) is injected into a
large, unrnagnetized argon plasma with typical
characteristics of no = (2—3) x 109 cm, T, = 1

eV, and T,/T; » 1. A significant improvement
over the previous experimental setup is a new, spe-
cially designed probe system which can make in situ
measurements of various macroscopic quantities
such as electric fields and density perturbations in
two spatial dimensions (i.e. , both along and
transverse to the beam axis). As a result, the com-
plete two-dimensional (2D) spatial and temporal
evolutions of the electric field and density cavity
during the collapse process are obtained. Since
there is no observed asymmetry in the transverse
plane, the 2D measurements are an actual represen-
tation of the 3D field and density patterns. Direc-
tional energy analyzers" with an angular resolution
of 0 = tan '(u ~/u ~~ ) = 3' (u

~~
and u~ are the paral-

lel and perpendicular beam velocities, respectively)
are used to measure the beam distribution and
beam spatial profile. One of the analyzers can be
rotated with respect to the beam axis to ensure that
proper values of u~~ and u~ are obtained, and the
complete distribution function of the beam,
f&(u~~, u„,t), can be constructed. This is crucial in
understanding the decoupling of the beam from the
wave packet during the collapse process. The elec-
tric field and density cavity are sampled and time
averaged at various times with use of a boxcar in-
tegrator to construct the temporal evolution of their
spatial profiles. Single-shot data are also obtained
with a fast storage oscilloscope.

The linear cold-beam instability quickly saturates
because of beam-particle trapping. ' ' The ob-
served saturated electric field scales as a function of
beam density, as predicted by the cold-beam rela-
tion Fo/ Wo~ (np/no)', where Fo is the wave in-
tensity and Wb is the beam energy density. Using
the experimental measured beam density of
nl, /no = 0.5'lo, we estimate the normalized saturated
wave intensity to be Wo = Eo /87r no T, = 0.3
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FIG. 2. Contraction rates of spatial widths of caviton.
Axial widths (triangles) are in units of hz/A. o and the ra-
dial widths (circles) are in units of (b, r/k o) Extrapo-
lation of the contraction rates (dashed lines) determines
l'p. Deviation from theory starts just before fp.

contraction is observed to scale approximately as
Ar/) Dcc t~/ or (hr/A. D) / cc t, as shown in Fig. 2.
The axial-width data points are more scattered and
the contraction is roughly linear in time. By ex-
trapolating the contraction rates before tv„t( 58, t,
is found to be at tv~tt = 62.5. After tv~;t ) 58, the
contraction in both directions is significantly slower
and deviates from theory. At such small scale
lengths, transit-time damping" and electron non-
linearities become important and must be taken
into account. At higher beam densities, nb/no) 0.6%, multiple collapsing wave packets are creat-
ed along the beam path as was reported previously. 9

Figures 3(a) —3(c) show the beam velocity distri-
bution functions before and after the wave packet
has collapsed. The beam is strongly scattered and
its distribution function broadens before collapse
occurs [Fig. 3(b)]. As the wave packet collapes, the
beam-wave resonance is detuned as the effective
wave number increases, and the beam begins to
decouple from the wave. As a result, the beam
propagates through the interaction region relatively
unperturbed [Fig. 3(c)] and can excite new waves
further downstream. This is in good qualitative
agreement with theoretical predictions of beam
decoupling' and nonlinear beam stabilization dur-
ing collapse.

A further proof of beam decoupling and self-
collapse is demonstrated by shutting off the beam
and monitoring the behavior of the electrostatic

I.O

field of the collapsing caviton and its electromag-
netic emission. Figure 4 shows single-shot data of
this emission at twice the plasma frequency, 2&0~.

This harmonic emission is found to correlate with
the collapsing caviton9 and continues even after the
beam is shut off. Although the wave packet contin-
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FIG. 4. Single-shot data of electromagnetic emission
emitted at twice the plasma frequency, 2'~. The top
trace is the noise background without the beam, the mid-
dle trace is the beam pulse, and the bottom trace is the

2'~ emission received with a 3-MHz bandwidth detection
system.

(dp) 7 =70
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FIG, 3. Contours of electron beam distribution func-
tions ft, (u~utuq): (a) initially with Av~~/ub

——1.6% and
b, vq/vt, ——8.3%; (b) before collapse at cu»t =3.2 with

hu~~/ut,
——26% and Avz/vt, = 22%; and (c) after collapse

at co~, t = 70 with du~~~/vb ——4.4% and Avq/vt, ——10.2%.
The contours are in equal increments with the value of
the outermost contour at 0.3 of fb(u ~~, vq).
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ues to collapse, it begins to move randomly after
the beam is shut off. Its amplitude and location
fluctuate from shot to shot and become extremely
irreproducible. As a result, the temporal evolution
of the spatial profile of the collapsing wave packet
cannot be reconstructed by time averaging over
many shots as is done when the beam is on.

In conclusion, we have observed experimentally
the three-dimensional collapse process. The
transverse contraction rate of the wave packet is ob-
served to follow theoretical predictions until other
nonlinear effects become important at small scale
lengths. The relatively weak beam is observed to
decouple from the wave packet and propagates rela-
tively unperturbed through the interaction region.
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