
Enhanced efficiency of femtosecond laser-driven proton
generation from a two-species target with heavy atoms
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Abstract

Using two-dimensional particle-in-cell simulations, the properties of a proton beam generated from a thin erbium hydride
target irradiated by a 25 fs laser pulse of intensity ranging from 1020 to 1021 W/cm2 are investigated and compared with the
features of a proton beam produced from a hydrocarbon (CH) target. It is shown that in case of using the hydride target the
mean proton energy and the number of high-energy (>10 MeV) protons as well as the peak proton pulse intensity can be
higher by a factor ∼10 than the ones obtained from the CH target.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The recent progress in laser technology has resulted in con-
struction of short-pulse lasers generating picosecond or fem-
tosecond pulses of powers in the sub-PW – PW range and
intensities approaching 1022 W/cm2 (Danson et al., 2015).
The interaction of such laser pulses with a solid target can
result in the production of energetic ion beams with unique
features, useful for research in various branches of physics,
technology, and medicine, including nuclear physics
(Ledingham & Galster, 2010), inertial confinement fusion
(ICF) (Fernandez et al., 2014), ion implantation (Torrisi
et al., 2003), or hadron cancer therapy (Bulanov et al.,
2002). Intense ion beams desirable for these applications
can potentially be produced by several laser-induced ion ac-
celeration mechanisms which are presently studied. They in-
clude the target normal sheath acceleration (TNSA) (Wilks
et al., 2001; Borghesi et al., 2006; Badziak, 2007; Macchi
et al., 2013), the skin-layer ponderomotive acceleration
(SLPA) (Badziak, 2007, 2008, 2011) [at high laser intensi-
ties, >1020 W/cm2, this method is usually referred to as ra-
diation pressure acceleration (Esirkepov et al., 2004; Macchi
et al., 2005, 2013; Liseykina et al., 2008; Robinson et al.,
2008)], the laser break-out afterburner (Yin et al., 2006,
2007; Macchi et al., 2013; Fernandez et al., 2014), the colli-
sionless electrostatic shock acceleration (Denavit, 1992;
Silva et al., 2004; Macchi et al., 2013; Feranandez et al.,

2014), or the laser-induced cavity pressure acceleration (Bad-
ziak et al., 2012, 2013). In a real experiment, two or even
more acceleration mechanisms can contribute to the ion ac-
celeration process and the dominated one depends on both
the laser pulse and target parameters. These parameters
also determine characteristics of generated ion beams. The
effect of laser pulse intensity, duration, and polarization as
well as the target thickness on properties of the ion beams
was studied in numerous papers (see, e.g., Macchi et al.,
2005, 2013; Borghesi et al., 2006; Robson et al., 2007;
Liseykina et al., 2008) both numerically and experimentally.
However, the influence of target composition on these prop-
erties has been investigated to a much lesser degree (e.g.
Foord et al., 2008; Davis & Petrov, 2009; Cui et al., 2013;
Liu et al., 2013; Domański et al., 2014; Weng et al.,
2015), in spite of the fact that optimally selected target com-
position can potentially lead to a significant enhancement in
ion beam parameters. In particular, this issue is of high im-
portance for optimized generation of proton beams from
hydrogen-rich multi-species targets.
In this paper, the effect of target composition on laser-driven

proton generation from hydrogen-rich targets is investigated
using a two-dimensional (2D), relativistic particle-in-cell
(PIC) code. The properties of a proton beam generated from
a thin hydride target with heavy atoms [erbium hydride
(ErH3)] irradiated by a femtosecond laser pulse emitted from
a petawatt-class Ti-sapphire laser are compared with the prop-
erties of a proton beam produced from a commonly used hy-
drocarbon (CH) target. It is shown that in case of using the
hydride target the peak and the mean proton energies, the
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number of high-energy protons as well as the proton beam in-
tensity can be considerably higher than the ones obtained from
the CH target.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The numerical simulations were performed for a linearly po-
larized laser pulse of 25 fs duration [full-width at half-
maximum (FWHM)], intensity ranging from 1020 to
1021 W/cm2 and 800 nm wavelength. The laser pulse
shape in time and space (along the y-axis) was described
by a super-Gaussian function of the form exp (−t/t0)

6(−y/
y0)

6 and the laser beam width (FWHM) was assumed to be
8 μm. The laser pulse interacted with the ErH3 or the CH
target of the transverse dimension of 12 μm and of the
areal mass density same for both targets and equal to
0.06 mg/cm3. Molecular densities of the targets correspond-
ed to solid-state densities and they were equal to 4.86 × 1022

molecules/cm3 for CH and 2.69 × 1022 molecules/cm3 for
ErH3. The ionization degrees of targets’ components were as-
sumed to be 1 for hydrogen, 6 for carbon, and 10 for erbium
(Davis & Petrov, 2009). In front of the target, a pre-plasma
layer of 0.25 μm thickness and the density shape described
by an exponential function was placed. The 2D relativistic
PIC code used for the simulations was an extended version
(two dimensions in particle densities and three dimensions
in particle velocities and fields) of our one-dimensional
PIC code (Badziak & Jabłoński, 2010) which, in turn, was
a modified version of a well-known LPIC++ code (Lichters
et al., 1997). The simulations were performed in the s, y
space equal to 80 × 32 μm2 and the number of macroparticles
(optimized) was assumed to be 5 × 106.
Figure 1 presents 2D spatial profiles of charge density for

Er ions and protons generated from the ErH3 target by the
laser pulse of intensity IL= 1021 W/cm2 at time t= 0.4 ps
when the proton peak energy approaches its maximum
value (t= 0 corresponds to the moment when the pulse
starts to interact with the pre-plasma layer at the target front
placed at s= 1.25 μm). It can be seen that almost all protons
stored in the target are accelerated to high velocities
(>109 cm/s) and are clearly separated from the erbium
ions which attain much lower velocities and most of these
ions are concentrated close to the target’s initial position.
The 2D spatial profiles of charge density for C ions and pro-
tons produced from the CH target at IL= 1021 W/cm2 and
t= 0.4 ps are presented in Figure 2. In this case, both protons
and carbon ions are accelerated to high velocities and most of
them move together. There are clearly seen two groups of
protons of different proton energies and majority of protons
is stored in the low-energy group. Moreover, the protons
are more dispersed in space and the proton beam is less col-
limated than in the case of ErH3 target (Fig. 1b).
Figure3presents the integratedenergyspectraofprotons, gen-

erated forward fromErH3 orCH targets at IL= 1021 W/cm2, for
the intermediate (t= 0.1 ps) and the final (t= 0.4 ps) stage of
the proton acceleration (the spectra are integrated over the

whole y, s space assumed for the simulations). For both acceler-
ation stages, the peak and the mean energy of protons generated
from the ErH3 target are clearly higher than those produced from

Fig. 1. 2D spatial distributions of charge density of erbium ions (a) and pro-
tons (b) generated from the ErH3 target. IL= 1021 W/cm2.

Fig. 2. 2D spatial distributions of charge density of carbon ions (a) and pro-
tons (b) generated from the CH target. IL= 1021 W/cm2.
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the CH target and, moreover, the number of low-energy
protons in the first case is much lower than in the CH target
case (it is consistent with what can be concluded from a compar-
ison of Figs 1b and 2b).
The quantitative values of the peak and the mean proton en-

ergies as well as the number of high-energy (Ep> 10 MeV)
protons for the ErH3 and the CH targets, as a function of the
laser pulse intensity, are shown in Figures 4 and 5 The peak
proton energies are by a factor ∼1.5–2 higher for ErH3 than
for CH; however, the mean proton energies are by a factor

∼10 higher for ErH3 and they are in the multi-MeV range
(for IL≥ 2 × 1020 W/cm2), while for CH the mean energies
are below 1 MeV. A difference between the numbers of high-
energy protons generated from ErH3 and CH is also large and
for the ErH3 target this number is nearly an order of magnitude
higher than for the CH target (Fig. 5). Moreover, while in case
of ErH3 more than 30% of the total amount of protons stored
in the target is accelerated to energies >10 MeV at IL=
1021 W/cm2, only ∼1% of protons stored in the CH target
is accelerated to such energies.
The effect of interaction of ion beam with any object irra-

diated by the beam is determined not only by the ion ener-
gies, but also by other characteristics of the beam, in
particular by the ion beam intensity Ii= niviEi (ni, vi, Ei are
the ion density, the ion velocity, and the ion energy, respec-
tively). A high ion beam intensity is desirable for various ion
beam applications in high energy-density physics and nucle-
ar physics as well as in some technological applications (Tor-
risi et al., 2003; Ledingham & Galster, 2010; Fernandez
et al., 2014). Important characteristics are also the ion
pulse duration and the pulse shape. Very short (ps scale)
ion pulses are required for example for ICF fast ignition (Fer-
nandez et al., 2014), isochoric heating of matter (Patel et al.,
2003), or proton radiography (Borghesi et al., 2006). Figure 6
presents a comparison of proton pulses (the temporal runs of
proton beam intensity averaged over Δy= 16 μm) produced
from the ErH3 and CH targets at IL= 1021 W/cm2 and re-
corded in a close vicinity of the rear target surface (“at the
source”, Fig. 6a) and 5 μm behind this surface (Fig. 6b). In
case of the ErH3 target, the proton pulse duration “at the
source” is close to the laser pulse duration (∼25 fs) and its
peak intensity is fairly high, above 2 × 1019 W/cm2. The
proton pulse generated from the CH target is much longer
(∼90 fs) and its peak intensity is by an order of magnitude
lower than for ErH3. Due to the proton velocity dispersion
the proton pulse length increases with an increase in the dis-
tance from the target and, as a result, the proton pulse inten-
sity decreases. However, in case of ErH3 the proton pulse
shape does not change significantly (it remains a

Fig. 3. The energy spectra of protons generated forward from the ErH3

target and the CH target for two different stages of the proton acceleration.
IL= 1021 W/cm2.

Fig. 4. The peak energy (a) and the mean energy (b) of protons generated
from the ErH3 target and the CH target as a function of the laser pulse
intensity.

Fig. 5. The number of high-energy (>10 MeV) protons generated from the
ErH3 target and the CH target as a function of the laser pulse intensity.
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“mono-pulse”), while in case of CH a double-pulse structure,
with the high-energy and low-energy proton groups is re-
vealed during the proton pulse propagation. This picture is
consistent with that revealed by the 2D proton charge distri-
bution in Figure 2b, where two proton groups of different en-
ergies are clearly seen. Thus, the ErH3 target allows not only
attaining higher proton energies than those attainable with the
CH target but also obtaining significantly more intense and
compact proton pulse.
The observed differences between energies and intensities

of proton beams generated using CH and ErH3 can be ex-
plained by the difference in the strength of interaction between
heavier ions (Er, C) stored in the target and the electric field,
induced by laser in plasma, which accelerates these ions.
This interaction depends on the q/m parameter (q is the ion
charge, and m is the ion mass) which is much smaller for
erbium ions than for carbon ions. As a result, the interaction
between erbium ions and the field is much weaker than the in-
teraction between the field and carbon ions. For this reason
amount of energy transferred by the field to protons in the er-
bium–hydrogen plasma is higher than in the CH plasma. The
high erbium ion mass is also a main reason for the observed
separation between erbium ions and protons (Fig. 1).
A detailed analysis of spatial distributions of ion and elec-

tron densities as well as electric fields in plasma and their
evolution in time shows that for both targets considered the

process of ion acceleration is fairly complex and both
TNSA- and SLPA-like mechanisms contribute to this pro-
cess, though in the late phase of acceleration (t≥ 100 fs)
the TNSA-like mechanism dominates. Both protons and
heavier ions are accelerated by the electric field produced
due to a separation of electrons – accelerated by the laser-
induced ponderomotive forces – from the ions. A majority
of electrons is pushed by these forces forward, mainly in
the direction close to the laser beam axis and, as a result,
the charge separation electric field, which accelerates ions,
is also directed mostly close to this axis. The spatial structure
of the field is complex and changes in time; however, in the
late phase of acceleration two peaks (usually with a sub-
structure) can be distinguished in this structure: the first
one placed relatively close to the target’s rear surface and
the second one situated far behind the rear surface. This
double-peak structure of the field is observed for both con-
sidered target types and in case of ErH3 it is responsible
for the separation of protons from erbium ions (Fig. 1),
while in case of CH it is the main reason for the two
groups of protons observed: the high-energy proton group ac-
celerated separately from carbon ions and the low-energy
group accelerated together with these ions (Fig. 2). However,
the strength and detailed structure of the accelerating fields
are different for both targets and, as a result, parameters of
the proton and ion beams generated from these targets are
also different (as it was demonstrated in the early presented
figures).

3. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, it has been shown that using hydride targets
with heavy atoms, instead of commonly used CH targets,
allows a considerable increase in all practically important pa-
rameters of the femtosecond laser-generated proton beams.
In particular, the application of a thin ErH3 target for the
proton production can result in an increase in the mean
proton energy, the peak proton pulse intensity and the
number of multi-MeV protons even by an order of magnitude
as compared with the case when a CH target is used. Since
high-power femtosecond lasers are generally capable of
working with a high repetition rate (>1 Hz) (Danson et al.,
2015), the demonstrated increase in the efficiency of multi-
MeV proton generation using such lasers can be considered
as a significant step toward broadening the range of applica-
tions of laser-driven proton beams which are practically fea-
sible with currently available lasers.
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Fig. 6. The proton pulses produced from the ErH3 target and the CH target
and recorded in a close vicinity of the rear target surface (a) and 5 μm behind
this surface (b). IL= 1021 W/cm2. Note that the proton beam intensities for
the CH target are magnified be the factor 3 in the figure.
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